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Executive Summary 
Purpose 
 The purpose of this study was to identify the processes leading to the decline of a number 
of U.S. cities, use the identified process to examine three shrinking cities, evaluate each city‟s 
strategy for addressing the effects of urban decline, and assess if identified strategies create a 
livable shrinking city.  Lastly, each city‟s distinct approach were identified and compared to the 
other cities regarding efficacy at creating a livable city. 
 
Background 
Since 1990 the number of shrinking cities in the world has nearly doubled, and the 
shrinking trend is expected to continue around the world and across the nation (Rieniets, 2005). 
Justin Hollander, an urban planning professor at Tufts University, believes that the kind of 
devastation of post-industrial cities in the Rust Belt is beginning to creep into the Sun Belt and 
may start to become a universal problem (Altman, 2009).  More cities are likely to experience 
the effects of urban decline and population losses and planners must acknowledge that for some 
cities, shrinking is inevitable.  The challenge for planners is how to plan a shrinking city to be a 
livable city. 
 
Livability of Three U.S. Shrinking Cities 
This study examined three American shrinking cities strategies, Philadelphia, Flint, and 
Youngstown, for their success in creating a more livable shrinking city.  Each city has taken a 
unique approach to address the effects of decline and population loss.   
 
 Philadelphia initiated a program to clean, green and maintain vacant land in six of 
the city‟s neighborhoods.   
 Flint has one of the nation‟s most comprehensive land banking operations 
managing the city‟s foreclosed property.   
 Youngstown developed a comprehensive plan aimed at planning for a smaller, 
better city.   
 
Although none of these cities realized all eight criteria, each city‟s strategy worked 
towards a more livable city.      
 
Planning for a Shrinking City 
Planning for a shrinking city does not mean reduced opportunities.  Instead it means 
cities and planners must adjust their perceptions in order to capture the benefits of a shrinking 
city.  A shrinking city struggles with its physical size and dispersed population. The city and 
planners must consider its remaining residents and plan to be a smaller, denser, greener city.   
 Consolidate the population into a denser core 
 Remove the physical remnants of decay 
 Create an urban suburbia 
 Adaptive re-use of existing historic and sound structures 
 
Shrinking cities should be livable places providing a high quality of services and life to 
residents and businesses, as well as preserving and protecting the environment. 
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Introduction 
Shrinking cities are a worldwide phenomenon, one that has occurred in part due to forces 
of globalization and modernization from an industrial society to a knowledge society (Pallagst, 
2005).  Shrinkage is not isolated to certain regions, countries, cultures or socio-economic 
settings.  The number of shrinking cities in the world has almost doubled since 1990 (Pallagst, 
2005; Rieniets, 2005).  Between 1990 and 2000, “more than one in four cities around the world 
was a shrinking city (large cities with more than 100,000 inhabitants)” (Rieniets, 2005, p. 27).  
A number of American cities began to decline in the middle of the twentieth century as a 
result of changing lifestyles, work styles and national economy. Urban shrinkage, although a 
relatively new term in American planning language, is not a new phenomenon for cities.  History 
has seen the demise of cities and vast empires; the Roman Empire, the City of Pompeii, the 
American Anasazi, and the South American Mayan for example.  In the past urban populations 
have been decimated by catastrophes, epidemic plagues and warfare (Kabish, Haase, & Hasse, 
2006; Rieniets, 2005).  In the present cities are competing against other cities, suburbs, and 
regions in a mobile era where citizens, businesses and technology are not tied to particular 
physical locations.  Declining U.S. cities herald the continuing and expanding shrinking 
condition afflicting cities and counties across the nation and around the world (Grossmann, 
2004).  The German Shrinking Cities project, initiated by the Federal Cultural Foundation in 
2002, has taken an interest in the processes of city decline and the project has gained national 
attention.  
The purpose of this paper was to identify the processes leading to the decline of a number 
of American cities, use the identified process to examine three specific cities, review each city‟s 
strategy that addresses the effects of urban decline, and assess if it created a livable shrinking 
8 
 
city.  Furthermore, each city‟s strategy was evaluated in comparison to the other cities for its 
effectiveness at managing a shrinking city to create a more livable city.  Lastly, elements from 
each strategy were identified for their distinct approach and effectiveness at improving the city‟s 
livability.  This paper begins with a review of literature to identify characteristics that make a 
city livable and what historical processes have lead to the shrinkage of urban cities, the crisis that 
these cities face, and how the planning profession has responded to the shrinking phenomenon.   
Review of Literature 
 The accompanying review of literature is a brief synopsis of historical processes that 
have lead to the decline of a number of cities in the United States.  It is necessary to understand 
that these de-urbanism processes have resulted in the dire conditions afflicting shrinking central 
cities.  In concurrence to city shrinkage, the livability of the city diminishes as the cycle of 
decentralization occurs.  Perception of the center city as a no-man‟s land is reinforced as people 
and jobs leave, houses and building become vacant and abandoned, and crime flourishes.  For 
shrinking cities to address this crisis there must be an understanding of the qualities and 
characteristics that make a city livable.   
Livable Cities 
The characteristics and qualities of a livable city are physical, emotional, cultural and in 
some instances intangible.  A livable city has no boundaries; it is open to everyone and includes 
a diverse mixture of people and cultures and it endeavors to eliminate ghettos and segregated 
areas (Buchwald, 2003; Salzano, 1990).  A livable city has its own unique character, an urban 
identity that is expressed both physically through its architecture, arrangement of streets and 
open places and expressively by its citizens (Lennard & Lennard, 1995; Salzano, 1990).  A vital 
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feature of a livable city are its public spaces, these shared spaces are the centers of social life and 
function as the heart of the community (City of San Francisco, 2002; Lennard & Lennard, 1995; 
Salzano, 1990).  Public spaces foster social interactions and interpersonal exchanges that cross 
boundaries of class and culture (City of San Francisco, 2002).  A livable city has a mixed-use 
core comprised of housing, commercial and employment opportunities for all socioeconomic 
citizens (Buchwald, 2003).  It is accessible and walkable, and provides public transit to connect 
within the city and between the region (Buchwald, 2003; City of San Francisco, 2002; Duany 
Plater-Zyberk, & Speck, 2000).  A livable city creates strong neighborhoods, encourages citizen 
participation and improves public health (City of San Francisco, 2002; Duany, Plater-Zyberk, & 
Speck, 2000; Lennard & Lennard, 1995).  Furthermore a livable city recognizes the importance 
of sustainability and the green movement (Buchwald, 2003; Duany, Plater-Zyberk, & Speck, 
2000). 
Life in a city that is characterised by these livable qualities is at the opposite spectrum for 
the majority of residents in a shrinking city.  For those residents that have remained in shrinking 
cities the quality of urban life has deteriorated in a slow downward spiral spanning nearly a 
century in some cities.  Following World War II, center cities began to rapidly lose population 
and industries to the suburbs as a result of improvements in mobility and access to affordable 
suburban homes.  
Shrinking Cities in the U.S. 
The U.S. population continues to grow, but this growth has not been universal and it is 
occurring in various parts of the country while not in others (Popper & Popper, 2002).  
Examples of shrinking cities are mapped in Figure 1, which shows twenty shrinking cities in the 
U.S.  The majority of these cities are clustered in the Frost Belt and Rust Belt.  Several American 
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cities have been in decline since the turn of the twentieth century, but following World War II, 
urban decentralization increased exponentially.  Subsequent to World War II older American 
industrial cities began to experience a substantial loss of people and jobs. Cities such as Detroit, 
St. Louis, Philadelphia, Cleveland and Pittsburg lost roughly twenty to nearly fifty percent of 
their populations from 1950 to 2000 (Kabish, Haase, & Haase, 2006; Lindsey, 2007; Rusk, 
2003).  These were the industrial cities that grew rapidly during the first half of the twentieth 
 
1. Detroit 
2. Cincinnati 
3. New Orleans 
4. San Francisco 
5. Flint 
6. Birmingham 
7. Cleveland 
8. Evansville 
9. Pittsburgh 
10. Dayton 
11. St. Paul 
12. Boston 
13. Buffalo 
14. Rochester 
15. Washington 
16. Mobile 
17. Wichita Falls 
18. Philadelphia 
19. Sunnyvale 
20. Daly City 
 
century and despite numerous revitalization efforts during the mid twentieth century the majority 
of these cities never returned to their earlier primacy or to their earlier size (Rybczynski, 1995; 
Rybczynki & Linneman, 1999).  Shown in Table 1, in 1960 nine of the ten largest U.S. cities 
reported population losses and only a few cities have been able to reverse their decline.  During 
the 1980s and 1990s New York and Chicago actually increased in population and are expected to 
continue to grow (Table 1) (Katz & Lang, 2003; U.S. Census Bureau, 1990).  American urban  
Figure 1.  Examples of Shrinking Cities in the United States.  From Pallagst, Karina. “Shrinking Cities:  
Planning Challenges from an International Perspective.” 
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Note. Population, change from decade, and ranking shown only for censuses when the city ranked among the ten largest in the 
United States.  Adapted from U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census of Population, 1900 to 2000. 
 
 
         
Area 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 
United States 75,994,575 91,972,266 105,710,620 122,775,046 131,669,275 150,697,361 179,323,175 203,211,926 226,545,805 248,709,873 281,421,906 
Total Population, 10 
largest cities 
9,477,400 12,401,322 15,355,850 19,042,823 19,906,825 21,729,384 21,751,334 22,028,346 20,886,343 21,872,554 23,899,236 
Percent 12.5% 13.5% 14.5% 15.5% 15.1% 14.4% 12.1% 10.8% 9.2% 8.8% 8.5% 
Number                       
New York 3,437,202 4,766,883 5,620,048 6,930,446 7,454,995 7,891,957 7,781,984 7,894,862 7,071,639 7,322,564 8,008,278 
Chicago 1,698,575 2,185,283 2,701,705 3,376,438 3,396,808 3,620,962 3,550,404 3,366,957 3,005,072 2,783,726 2,896,016 
Philadelphia 1,293,697 1,549,008 1,823,779 1,950,961 1,931,334 2,071,605 2,002,512 1,948,609 1,688,210 1,585,577 1,517,550 
St. Louis 575,238 687,029 772,897 821,960 816,048 856,796 750,026 (X) (X) (X) (X) 
Boston 560,892 670,585 748,060 781,188 770,816 801,444 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
Baltimore 508,957 558,485 733,826 804,874 859,100 949,708 939,759 905,759 786,775 (X) (X) 
Cleveland 381,768 560,663 796,841 900,429 878,336 914,808 876,050 750,903 (X) (X) (X) 
Buffalo 352,387 423,715 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
San Francisco 342,782 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
Cincinnati 325,902 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
                        
Pittsburgh (X) 533,905 588,343 668,817 671,659 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
Detroit (X) 465,766 993,678 1,568,662 1,623,452 1,849,568 1,670,144 1,511,482 1,203,339 1,027,974 951,270 
Los Angeles (X) (X) 576,673 1,238,048 1,504,277 1,970,358 2,479,015 2,816,061 2,966,850 3,485,398 3,694,820 
Washington, DC (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 802,178 763,956 756,510 (X) (X) (X) 
Houston (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 938,219 1,232,802 1,595,138 1,630,553 1,953,631 
Dallas (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 844,401 904,078 1,006,877 1,188,580 
San Diego (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 875,538 110,549 1,223,400 
Phoenix (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 789,704 983,403 1,321,045 
San Antonio (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 935,933 1,144,646 
Change From Previous 
Decade 
                      
New York (X) 1,329,681 853,165 1,310,398 524,549 436,962 -109,973 112,878 -823,223 250,925 685,714 
Chicago (X) 486,708 516,422 674,733 20,370 224,154 -70,558 -183,447 -361,885 -221,346 112,290 
Philadelphia (X) 255,311 274,771 127,182 -19,627 140,271 -69,093 -53,903 -260,399 -102,633 -68,027 
St. Louis (X) 111,791 85,868 49,063 -5,912 40,748 -106,770 (X) (X) (X) (X) 
Boston (X) 109,693 77,475 33,128 -10,372 30,628 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
Baltimore (X) 49,528 175,341 71,048 54,226 90,608 -9,949 -34,000 -118,984 (X) (X) 
Cleveland (X) 178,895 236,178 103,588 -22,093 36,472 -38,758 -125,147 (X) (X) (X) 
Buffalo (X) 71,328 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
San Francisco (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
Cincinnati (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
                        
Pittsburgh (X) (X) 54,438 80,474 2,842 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
Detroit (X) (X) 527,912 574,984 54,790 226,116 -179,424 -158,662 -308,143 -175,365 -76,704 
Los Angeles (X) (X) (X) 661,375 266,229 466,081 508,657 337,046 150,789 518,548 209,422 
Washington, DC (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) -38,222 -7,446 (X) (X) (X) 
Houston (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 294,583 362,336 35,415 323,078 
Dallas (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 59,677 102,799 181,703 
San Diego (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) -764,989 1,112,851 
Phoenix (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 193,699 337,642 
San Antonio (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 208,713 
Rank 
                      
New York 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
Chicago 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 3 
Philadelphia 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 4 4 5 5 
St. Louis 4 4 6 7 8 8 10 (X) (X) (X) (X) 
Boston 5 5 7 9 9 10 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
Baltimore 6 7 8 8 7 6 6 7 10 (X) (X) 
Cleveland 7 6 5 6 6 7 8 10 (X) (X) (X) 
Buffalo 8 10 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
San Francisco 9 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
Cincinnati 10 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
                        
Pittsburgh (X) 8 9 10 10 (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 
Detroit (X) 9 4 4 4 5 5 5 6 7 10 
Los Angeles (X) (X) 10 5 5 4 3 3 3 2 2 
Washington, DC (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 9 9 9 (X) (X) (X) 
Houston (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 7 6 5 4 4 
Dallas (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 8 7 8 8 
San Diego (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 8 6 7 
Phoenix (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 9 9 6 
San Antonio (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) (X) 10 9 
            
X Not applicable.            
Table 1. 
Total Population, Population Change and Population Rankings for the Ten Largest Cities in the United States:  1900 to 
2000 
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shrinkage is a multi-dimensional process rooted in conditions of American ideals, 
industrialization, suburbanization, de-industrialization, unemployment, increased mobility, 
economic breakdowns, and transformations of the social structure (Lindsey, 2007; Pallagst, 
2005; Popper & Popper, 2002; Rybczynki & Linneman, 1999).  In the three decades following 
1950, eighteen of the twenty-five largest cities in the nation suffered a massive population loss 
(Jackson, 1985).  According to Jackson (1985) many observers have taken this as compelling 
evidence that our cities are dying.   
The Forces of Urban Decline 
Urban Decline   
Evident since World War II urban America has steadily declined, beginning with the 
decentralization of urban employment and population (Linneman & Summers, 1993).   
Following World War II and up until the recession of the mid-1970s the U.S. evolved into a 
global power and a prosperous nation, discarding its industrial cities and becoming a suburban 
society (Beauregard, 2006).  Processes of decline and decentralization transpired within and 
between cities and regional areas.  The movement of people and employment took place from 
cities to the suburbs and from older, denser urban Northeastern and Midwestern cities to the 
newer cities in the West and South. 
In the 1950s, U.S. cities experienced an unprecedented population loss “accelerated by 
the automobile, the growth of the suburbs, and the relocation of industry and manufacturing” 
(Callow, 1982, p. 471).  Decentralization boomed in the twentieth century and residents began 
voting with their feet; many rejected the urban way of life (Beauregard, 2006).  The magnitude 
of this population loss was staggering.  In the 1950s and 1960s “the average large city with 
population decline shed nearly 50,000 residents in each decade” (Beauregard, 2006, p. 27).  
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America‟s older industrial cities endured substantial population losses between 1960 and 2000 
(Table 2), in the 1970s central cities with historically strong manufacturing bases like “Chicago, 
Detroit, New York City and Philadelphia each lost enough residents to populate a good-sized 
city” (Simmons & Lang, 2003, p. 51).  According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the urban 
populations in the ten largest U.S. cities have decreased (Table 1).   
American Ideals  
Deeply rooted in the American consciousness is a resentment and aversion to large cities 
(Jackson, 1985).  American‟s have a fondness for grass and solitude and there exists a “national 
distrust of urban life and of communal living” (Jackson, 1985, pp. 287-288).  One of the first 
Americans to express strong anti-urbanist beliefs, Thomas Jefferson‟s famous verdict, “I view 
great cities as pestilential to the morals, the health, and the liberties of man,” voiced a growing 
concern about the dangers to democracy and the moral and health conditions of urban life 
(Frumkin, 2004; Lazare, 2001).  According to Beauregard (2006), Jefferson believed that 
industrialization and capitalist competition would weaken agrarian society and undermine 
freedom.  Echoes of Jefferson‟s anti-urbanism have persisted through America‟s intellectual 
thoughts and settlement patterns (Hamilton, 1999).   
Industrialization 
American industrialization and urbanism intensified following the Civil War and into the 
early twentieth century (Hoover, 1971; Rourke, 1982).  Beginning in the 1860s and into the 
1920s industrial cities became the centers of a national economy (Beauregard, 2006).  
Industrialization meant specialization and so cities specialized:  Pittsburgh with steel, Cleveland 
with oil, Minneapolis with flour processing, Chicago and Kansas City with meatpacking, Boston 
and New York with clothing, Milwaukee with beer and Detroit with automobiles (Callow, 1982; 
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Hoover, 1971).  Industrialization and urbanization changed every aspect of American life 
transforming America from a land of farms and villages into a nation of cities and towns 
(Callow, 1982).  As late as the 1860s the majority of the American population lived outside 
cities, conversely after sixty years of urban growth, more than half of the population lived in 
cities by 1920.  This explosive urbanization created cities plagued with overcrowding, dismal 
living conditions, deadly epidemics and moral disorders.  Already cities were beginning to be 
feared and anti-urbanism flourished (Kunster, 1993, Mumford, 1961).  
De-industrialization   
The processes of urban decline are primarily due to the transformation of industrial cities. 
A shift from manufacturing to service-oriented economies has left these industrial working-class 
cities with a reduction of necessary employment as well as a permanent population loss 
City Population Decline 1960-2000 (%) 
St. Louis, MO 53.6 
Youngstown, OH 51.6 
Cleveland, OH 45.4 
Buffalo, NY 45.1 
Pittsburgh, PA 44.6 
Detroit, MI 43.0 
Utica, NY 39.6 
Harrisburg, PA 38.6 
Huntington, WV 38.4 
Binghamton, NY 37.6 
Saginaw, MI 37.1 
Dayton, OH 36.7 
Flint, MI 36.6 
Cincinnati, OH 34.1 
Newark, NJ 32.5 
Syracuse, NY 31.8 
Scranton, NY 31.4 
Rochester, NY 31.0 
Baltimore, MD 30.7 
Canton, OH 28.9 
Table 2 
Top 20 Older Industrial Cities in Population Loss between 1960 and 2000 
Note. Adapted from Schilling and Logan (2008) 
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(Lindsey, 2007; Pallagst, 2005).  Manufacturing in the U.S. has declined since mid twentieth 
century.  In 1942 twenty-six percent of employed persons worked in the manufacturing industry, 
whereas, in 2007 only ten percent of employed persons worked in the manufacturing industry 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1942 & 2007).  The shrinking of manufacturing-based cities reflects 
the national decline of manufacturing in the U.S. as well as the suburbanization of American 
manufacturing (Glaeser & Shapiro, 2003).  Manufacturing has moved from center cities to the 
cheaper lower density periphery.  This national economic shift hit older industrial cities hard. 
Table 2 lists the top twenty industrial cities by percent population loss.  St. Louis alone has lost 
over fifty percent of its population in less than forty years.  The forces of agglomeration 
weakened in the post-war years as a result of technological advances and increased mobility of 
goods, information and people  (Beauregard, 2006).  Cities heavily affected by these economic 
and location shifts are the Northeastern U.S. cities, often referred to as rust-belt cities or frost-
belt cities which began as heavy manufacturing and industry towns.   
Variations in urban growth in American cities can partially be explained by cities 
regional locations (Figure 2); Western cities have grown the fastest, followed by Midwestern and 
Southern cities, while Northeastern cities have lost population (Beauregard, 2006; Glaeser & 
Figure 2.   Percent Change in Population per Decade by Region: 1900 to 
2000.   Hobbs & Stoops, 2002 
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Shapiro, 2003).  The decline of manufacturing has been heavily concentrated in older industrial 
centers; those that specialized in specific industries in the late 19
th
 and early 20
th
 century (Hall, 
1993).  Hence, there has been a constant population migration to newer cities in the West and 
South specializing in trade and services, and high human capital (Glaeser & Shapiro, 2003).  
Movement of people and industries out of central cities occurred on a large scale between 
regions but it started on a smaller scale beginning with suburbanization and improvements in 
mobility. 
Suburbanization 
…our cities are being destroyed for… the worship of speed and empty space. 
        —Lewis Mumford 1961  
Suburbs often grew at the city‟s expense.  The suburbs were a necessary condition for the 
de-concentration of central cities (Jackson, 1985).  Suburbanization resulted in a substantial loss 
of residents and employment from the industrial center cities (Beauregard, 2006).  Suburbia 
represented the clean, healthy and pure existence distant from the disorder and mayhem of the 
city.  Detached houses with large yards became the symbol of the American ideal. The city as a 
home was replaced by the city as a place to work.  Central cities were caught in a negative cycle 
of movement, as people moved out of the cities, jobs followed, as jobs moved out more people 
moved out, then more roads and then more people and jobs (Beauregard, 2006; Hayden, 2003; 
Jackson, 1985).   
The population of central cities grew more rapidly than the suburbs from the turn of the 
twentieth century to the 1960s, but since then suburban populations have grown faster (Figure 3).  
By mid twentieth century, the suburban movement had become a deluge.  From 1950 to 1970, 
the “suburban population had doubled from 36 to 74 million [people]” (Jackson, 1985, p. 283). 
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By 1970 more Americans lived in the suburbs than in central cities (Hayden, 2003).  The 
availability of relatively cheap land and the federal government‟s strategy of subsidizing housing 
construction made millions of suburban homes available for middle class Americans (Downs, 
1993; Kunster, 1993).  By 2000, suburban populations were larger than central cities and rural 
areas combined and the majority of jobs had located to the suburbs (Hayden, 2003).   
Mobility 
…we shall solve the City Problem by leaving the City.   
—Henry Ford 1922 
 New developments in mobility were the key to opening the door of opportunity for city 
residents to have a suburban lifestyle (Jackson, 1985).  Beginning in the 1800s, improvements in 
transportation with the introduction of the steam ferry, the horse drawn car, the omnibus, the 
cable car and the commuter railroad made commuting to the city edge convenient (Jackson, 
1985).  New production techniques in manufacturing, such as the assembly line, evolved from 
the American industrial revolution which enabled goods to be manufactured quicker and cheaper 
than before.  Henry Ford made the first affordable personal automobile, the Model T, which is 
Figure 3. Percent of Total Population Living in Metropolitan Areas and in 
Their Central Cities and Suburbs: 1910 to 2000. Hobbs & Stoops, 2002 
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regarded as the car the put America on wheels and opened up the entire nation to private 
transportation (Time & Neil).  Americans exploited these new means of travel and exulted 
mobility and change.  The cities, of course, lost attraction for numerous city residents (Jackson, 
1985).   
With the onset of the World Wars, the federal government‟s subsidy and promotion of 
the auto industry and the development of an extensive interstate network made enormous tracts 
of rural land accessible (Duany, Plater-Zyberk, & Speck, 2000; Kunster, 1993; Linneman & 
Summers, 1993).  Formerly, nearness to the central city had been the primary preference for 
housing choices, but as the interstate system grew, access to good highway connections removed 
the need for proximity to jobs and retail.  Americans‟ preference for rural and small town 
landscapes resulted in the mass movement of housing and jobs to the periphery in the 1960s and 
1970s (Hayden, 2003).  According to Kunster (1993), the highway system not only drained them 
(cities) of their few remaining taxpaying residents, but in many cities these new highways 
became physical barriers within the city.  Those left behind in the city were residents who could 
not leave; these people and places became isolated from the suburban economy and developed 
into a ghetto culture (Kunster, 1993). 
Economic Breakdowns and Social Structures   
The self-generating cycle of suburbanization drew residents and jobs out of central cities 
leaving only the people who did not have the means to leave (Kunster, 1993).  As wealthier 
families moved out of the cities establishing a set standard and status in the suburbs, poorer 
families were locked into the central city by high costs of transportation and suburban housing as 
well as exclusionary forces such as zoning (Linneman & Summers, 1993).  Central cities became 
identified with the social problems of poor people, crime, minorities, and older and abandoned 
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buildings and homes (Jackson, 1985).  The people that were left paid low taxes and required a 
high amount of service increasing the cost per capita for cities further accelerating the process of 
suburbanization.  The social stratification of cities and their suburbs is drawn along lines of race, 
status and money (Rusk, 2003).  In 1950, the nation‟s population was “about 86 to 87 percent 
white and 13 to 14 percent minority…fifty years later America is 31 percent minority, and 
almost 90 percent of all minorities live in metropolitan areas” (Rusk, 2003, p. 7). Racial and 
economic polarization of American cities became more pronounced between central city and 
suburbia due to the intended and unintended consequences of racism, redlining and the 
construction of subsidized public housing concentrated in the urban core (Duany, Plater-Zyberk, 
& Speck, 2000). 
The Crisis of Shrinking Cities 
The crisis of place in America is illustrated most vividly by the condition of our cities. 
Their squalor and impoverishment is the worst symptom of the crisis.   
             —James Howard Kunster, 1993  
 When a city loses its population and economy it suffers not only from a decreased tax 
base but it struggles with its remaining physical size and becomes a less attractive place to live 
and work (Rybczynski, 1995).  Long term urban decline often leaves neighborhoods with vacant 
and abandoned buildings and empty overgrown lots creating hazards to residents physical health, 
safety and quality of life (Popper & Popper, 2002).  Rybczynski (1995) referenced a national 
study of housing abandonment that found the “tipping point” in a neighborhood occurred when 
just three to six percent of the structures were abandoned.  These deserted neighborhoods, vacant 
land and abandoned buildings become prime locations for drug dealers and crime (Lindsey, 
2007; Rybczynski, 1995).  Although a city‟s population has decreased, its physical size has 
20 
 
 
 
remained the same and the city faces significant complications with infrastructure and service 
provisions. 
For a shrinking city, population decline is usually dispersed across the whole city leaving 
uneven concentrations of people (Rybczynki & Linneman, 1999).  The city is faced with 
inefficient and expensive population patterns, and under-used infrastructure that is expensive to 
maintain—the roads, and sewers, and transit systems that were designed for larger denser 
populations.  Without an adequate concentration of people “not only is the provision of normal 
municipal services extremely expensive but urban life itself begins to break down” (Rybczynski, 
1995, p. 38).  Shrinkage lowers the quality of life—cities lose residents, a surplus of vacant 
housing, empty neighborhoods and commercial areas remain unused (Kabish, Haase, & Haase, 
2006).  Cities are overwhelmed with decreased tax revenues, budget problems and providing 
basic services for its remaining residents (Lindsey, 2007; Starr, 1976).  City shrinkage reveals 
issues that must be faced in the present and in the future. These cities are undergoing a crisis: 
This crisis refers to losses:  Loss of inhabitants, loss of jobs, loss of property values, 
loss of livelihood and social bonds, loss of attractiveness to investment and, with that, a 
loss of design potential.  The losses may be real or emotionally loaded-at the level of 
perception this does not matter, a crisis is a crises. (Grossmann, 2004, p. 23).    
Planning in the U.S. 
Currently, urban planners in the U.S. focus on growth; how to accommodate it, channel 
it, encourage it and plan for it.  Planning for urban shrinkage is relatively new and techniques for 
managing population decline and urban shrinkage are tentative and controversial (Pallagst, 2005; 
Popper & Popper, 2002).  One of the earliest tactics for shrinkage was put forward by Rogar 
Starr, the New York City Housing and Development Administrator in the 1970s.  He called it 
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planned shrinkage, for his efforts he was “denounced as a genocidal lunatic and enemy of man” 
(Starr, 1976, p. 225).  Planning for shrinking goes against the American city ideal, the city is 
seen as a “growth machine and is valued only if it conforms to that image” (Leo & Anderson, 
2006, p. 169).  Any phrase that referred to decline and cities together carried insidious 
connotations and declining cities have been perceived as a failure and planning for decline an 
acknowledgement of defeat. 
  For cities with a declining population it does not mean there are reduced opportunities. 
Planning for fewer people, buildings, and land uses demands its own distinct approach and many 
researchers believe that these cities can adapt policies and programs to capture the benefits of the 
shrinking city (Leo & Anderson, 2006; Pallagst, 2005; Popper & Popper, 2002; Star, 1976).  
Shrinking cities can be livable cities and enjoy high-quality services and infrastructure, preserve 
and protect air, water and land, and provide quality affordable housing and neighborhoods if 
these cities embrace the change and plan for it.  The terms „planned shrinkage,‟ ‟downsizing,‟ 
„rightsizing,‟ and „smart decline‟ all refer to a shift in thinking and planning for urban decline. 
Planning for a Shrinking City 
Planning for a shrinking city has resulted in contentious yet innovative ideas and 
practices.  According to Roger Starr (1976), a city must first accept the fact that the city‟s 
population is going to shrink, and then plan for cutting city services and consolidating the 
population in sections of the city that are viable.  In conjunction, Popper and Popper (2002) 
suggest that the city take an inventory of who and what remains, and then reorganize and 
eliminate some services and providing different ones, and promoting certain land uses and 
landmarks more as a historical remnants than as sources of growth.  For Rybczynski (1995), the 
city should consolidate neighborhoods that are viable and rezone depopulated neighborhoods to 
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zero occupancy and cut off all municipal services. Rybczynski and Linneman (1999) suggest that 
cities de-annex parts of their territory and sell it off to developers.  A consensus emerges from 
these various solutions, one that involves concentrating city population and services in sections 
of the city that are still viable.  The city‟s goal must be to make their city more livable and better 
as they get smaller. 
Methods 
Three shrinking cities were chosen as case studies to evaluate their programs and policies 
that address the physical and social problems of a declining city for their success at creating a 
more livable city.  These cities were chosen based on their innovative approaches or nationally 
recognized programs to address either explicitly or not the effects of shrinkage.  The three cities 
were identified through secondary sources of literature that exalted the city‟s program or 
approach as effective or unique.  Each of these approaches varies in scale ranging from a 
complete comprehensive plan to a program that addresses a single crisis of the city.   
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
In 2003, the city adopted the Philadelphia Green City Strategy and established a 
partnership with the Pennsylvania Horticulture Society to combat the physical effects of 
shrinkage (Cooperative Conservation America, 2009).  The Philadelphia Green program is a 
working partnership between neighborhood residents, community organizations and city 
agencies to use greening strategies to build community and create community assets while 
making the city more attractive and livable (Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, 2009). The 
program cleans, transforms and maintains vacant city land.  
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Flint, Michigan 
The Genesee County Land Bank (GCLB) is attempting to reverse the negative impacts of 
foreclosed property in Flint, Michigan.  Formed in 2002, the Genesee County Land Bank‟s role 
is to prevent foreclosure, encourage home ownership, stabilize neighborhoods and redevelop key 
properties (Gillotti & Kildee).  It has been recognized as the most comprehensive land-banking 
operation in the United States (Schilling & Logan, 2008).  The land bank established a variety of 
programs to prevent and address the physical and social problems of foreclosed property in the 
city.   
Youngstown, Ohio 
In the United States, Youngstown is the only city that has publicly embraced the notion 
of planning for shrinking.  The city developed a comprehensive plan specifically aimed at 
addressing the challenges of shrinkage and planning to be a smaller city.  The Youngstown 2010 
Citywide Plan was adopted by the city council in 2003, but had emerged out of a three year 
citizen engagement process.  The Youngstown 2010 Citywide Plan has been recognized 
nationally and internationally for its straightforward approach to planning for a shrinking city.   
Characteristics of Livable Cities 
These shrinking cities endeavor to create livable cities by improving the quality of life for 
residents and the efficiency of their city.  Each city was evaluated for its success at achieving the 
qualities and characteristics of a livable city, which for this research was that a livable city: 
1. Fosters a diverse mix of people and cultures, is open to all and has no real or incorporeal 
boundaries. 
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2. Is the heart of the community, where shared public spaces are the centers of urban social 
life and provides opportunities for interpersonal exchanges that cross boundaries of 
status, race and culture. 
3. Cultivates a unique urban character and identity; strengthened by its physical elements 
and the collective experiences of its citizens.  
4. Creates strong viable neighborhoods and endeavors to eliminate ghettos and segregated 
areas from the city. 
5. Is accessible for all; from a walking scale to a regional scale, from blue collar to white 
collar, from renter to owner, and for all cultures and beliefs of the world. 
6. Encourages public participation and incorporates public input into the complete vision. 
7. Is a city that manages the complexity and the dynamics inherent to its character such that 
the city functions. 
8. Recognizes the fundamental relationship with the environment and incorporates the 
principles of sustainability and the “green” movement into its vision. 
These eight livability criteria were used to evaluate the case study city‟s strategy for its 
effectiveness at achieving the characteristics of a livable city.  In addition, each city‟s strategy 
was compared to the other cities strategies for its success at attaining these eight livability 
characteristics.
25 
 
 
 
Case Study: Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
Background 
 Philadelphia is located in southeast Pennsylvania between the Delaware and Schuylkill 
Rivers, roughly 100 miles southwest of New York City.  It is the county seat of Philadelphia 
County.  According to the 2000 U.S. Decennial Census, it is the fifth-largest city in the U.S. 
(Table 2) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001).  Philadelphia was the social and geographical center of 
the original thirteen American colonies and it was a vital port and gateway to interior colonies.  
The city was the birth place of independence and the American Revolution (Figure 5), it served 
as the nation‟s first capital during much of the Revolutionary War.  
Philadelphia‟s beginning as a port city focused on trade and small-scale productions grew 
into a diverse manufacturing city with a leading textile industry in the 1880s with the industrial 
revolution (Adams, Bartelt, Elesh, Goldstein, Kleniewski, & Yancey, 1991).  Like most 
industrial cities, Philadelphia‟s economic base shifted after World War II from manufacturing 
goods to an economy dominated by business and consumer services.  Unlike some industrial 
cities, Philadelphia was not decimated by the loss of a single industry; instead the center city‟s 
Figure 4.  The City of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania Skyline 
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Figure 5.  Independence Hall.  Photograph by Dennis Degnan/Corbis 
decline was a result of the national shift in the location of home and work, and from Frostbelt to 
Sunbelt (Adams, Bartelt, Elesh, Goldstein, Kleniewski, & Yancey, 1991).    
Philadelphia’s Shrinking Crisis 
Population Losses   
In 1950, Philadelphia was the third largest city in the U.S. with over two million residents 
Figure 6.  The City of Philadelphia, PA Population for 
each decade from 1900 to 2000 and 2007.  Source U.S. 
Census Bureau 
Figure 7.  Density of the City of Philadelphia, PA 
measured by land area and average persons per 
square mile every decade from 1910 to 2000.  
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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(Figure 6), but by 2000 the city dropped two places to the fifth place (Table 1) (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2000).  The city‟s population peaked in 1950 but since then the population has decreased 
an average of 5.7 percent every decade.  The city lost roughly 622,000 residents in less than sixty 
years, dropping from just over 2 million residents in 1950 to less than 1.5 million residents in 
2007.   The city lost nearly thirty percent of its population.  The city‟s physical size has increased 
by almost eight square miles since 1950, but density has decreased 31 percent from 16,268 to 
11,233 average persons per square mile (Figure 7) (U.S. Census, 1950-2000).   
Crime   
A recent survey, commissioned by The Pew Charitable Trusts‟ Philadelphia Research 
Initiative, shows that Philadelphian‟s see crime as the top problem facing the city (The Pew 
Charitable Trusts, 2009).  In the survey, 45 percent of the respondents said that what they liked 
least about living in the city was the crime and violence.  In 2001, the number of reported thefts 
increased 108 percent from the previous year and has remained high relative to other crimes 
(Figure 8).  In each year for three years, (2005, 2006 and 2007) murders averaged one a day 
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Figure 8.  Crime Statistics for the City of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania from 1999 to 2007.  Source 
Philadelphia Police Department and City-Data. 
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(City-Data, 2008; Philadelphia Police Department, 2009).  The 2008 CQ Press Crime Rankings 
places Philadelphia as the 22
nd
 highest crime city in the U.S.  
Housing and Vacant Land   
In 1970 the city had a total of 673,363 housing units with a 4.6 percent vacancy rate.  By 
2007 the city had 660,244 housing units (Figure 9) with a 15.5 percent vacancy rate, well above 
the national average of 11.6 percent in 2007 (American Community Survey, 2005-2007; U.S. 
Census, 1970).  After fifty years of abandonment, the city has been left with nearly 40,000 
vacant and abandoned lots where factories, neighborhoods and business once stood (Cooperative 
Conservation America, 2009; Lyman, 2008).  Figure 10 maps the city‟s vacant lots in 2000, with 
heavy concentrations of vacant lots to the north and west of downtown Philadelphia.  The 
Pennsylvania Horticulture Society (PHS) partnered with the City of Philadelphia through the 
Philadelphia Green program to begin to address urban decay and the city‟s abandoned lots. 
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Figure 9.  Total Occupied and Vacant Housing Units in the City of Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania for each decade from 1970 to 2000 and 2007.  Source U.S. Census Bureau 
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Figure 10.  Vacant land parcels in the City of Philadelphia in 2000.  Source:  B. Schuster (Personal Communication, March 
31, 2009). 
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In 2003, the city adopted the Philadelphia Green City Strategy and established a 
partnership with the PHS to combat the physical effects of decline (Cooperative Conservation 
America, 2009).  The Philadelphia Green program manages vacant land and collaborates with 
community organizations and the city to transform vacant and abandoned land into community 
assets (Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, 2009).  Together the city and PHS choose six 
Philadelphia neighborhoods to target for the Philadelphia Green program (Figure 11); Eastern 
North Philadelphia, North Central Philadelphia, West Philadelphia/Mantua, South Philadelphia, 
Frankford, and East Mount Airy/Germantown/Tioga (Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, 2006).  
Figure 11.  City of Philadelphia and Philadelphia Green six target neighborhood.  Source Bonham, J. 
Blaine Jr. Vacant land management and reclamation in Philadelphia.  New Partners for Smart Growth 
Conference.  February 7-9, 2008. 
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Strategy for Managing Urban Decline: Philadelphia Green City  
Philadelphia Green is a working partnership between neighborhood residents, community 
organizations and city agencies to use greening to build community and create community assets 
(Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, 2009).  In 2003, the city adopted the Green City Strategy as 
part of its Neighborhood Transformation Initiative (NTI) which included a significant effort to 
reclaim vacant land (Cooperative Conservation America, 2009).  In the first year, the PHS 
stabilized more than 1,300 parcels, about 1.3 million square feet, planted 800 trees, employed 
more than 70 people for community maintenance and various landscape improvements along 
corridors and city parks (Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, 2009).  The city works two ways 
with the PHS through the Philadelphia Green‟s Vacant Land Management program to revitalize 
vacant space:   
 Vacant Land Stabilization Program: There are six target areas in the city and once the 
city selects a property for stabilization the PHS cleans and greens it.  Debris is removed, 
the site is graded and seeded, trees are planted and a simple wood fence is installed to 
prevent dumping on the site.  The purpose of this program is not to create parks, but to 
stabilize these properties and to create redevelopment potential.  The PHS is also 
contracted to maintain these properties.  Figure 12 maps the vacant properties that have 
been stabilized in the city.     
 Community LandCare:  This program targets vacant land that does not need to be 
stabilized but just cleaned and maintained.  The PHS works with community service 
organizations to clean and mow lots in sixteen neighborhoods on a monthly basis. 
Figure 13 shows where these properties are located and the organization responsible for 
maintaining them.  
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Figure 12.  Vacant Land Stabilization Sites in the City of Philadelphia.  Source:  B. Schuster (Personal 
Communication, March 31, 2009). 
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Figure 13.  Community LandCare Sites in the City of Philadelphia.  Source:  B. Schuster (Personal Communication, 
March 31, 2009). 
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Together the Pennsylvania Horticulture Society and the City of Philadelphia work to 
alleviate the burden of vacant, debris strewn land on neighborhoods and residents in the six 
target areas of the city.  Through the Philadelphia Green program, 2,386 lots, nearly three million 
square feet are maintained as part of the Community LandCare program and more than 6.5 
million square feet of land has been stabilized through the Vacant Land Stabilization Program 
(Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, 2009).  A recent study by the University of Pennsylvania 
Wharton School, found that cleaning and greening vacant land can increase adjacent property 
values by as much 32 percent, and that neighborhood blocks with unmanaged vacant land had 
lower house prices (Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, 2005). 
Livability Characteristics of Philadelphia Green 
Working in partnership with the city, community-based organizations and neighborhood 
residents, the PHS works to make the city more attractive and livable through horticulture 
(Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, 2009).  The Philadelphia Green Plan improves the livability 
of the city by managing the physical effects of a shrinking city.   
Creating Strong Neighborhoods.    The improvement of vacant property through the 
Vacant Land Management program has had positive effects on neighborhoods.  By removing 
visual blight and reducing physical hazards for residents, property values have increased and 
residents are beginning to enjoy their neighborhoods once more (Lyman, 2008).  A recent study 
by the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania, found that the greening strategy in one 
neighborhood alone increased adjacent property values by as much as 32 percent (Pennsylvania 
Horticulture Society, 2005).  Working in partnership, the City of Philadelphia, the PHS and 
community members work to enhance the appearance and value of existing neighborhoods, 
while creating strong networks and ties within the neighborhood and the city.   
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Livability Criteria: Program(s) that address 
livability criteria: 
How it improves City’s livability: 
1 Fosters a diverse mix of people and cultures, is 
open to all and has no real or incorporeal 
boundaries 
  
2 Is the heart of the community, where shared 
public spaces are the centers of urban social life 
and provides opportunities for interpersonal 
exchanges that cross boundaries of status, race 
and culture 
  
3 Cultivates a unique urban character and 
identity; strengthened by its physical elements 
and the collective experiences of its citizens 
  
4 Creates strong viable neighborhoods and 
endeavors to eliminate ghettos and segregated 
areas from the city 
 Vacant Land 
Stabilization 
 Community LandCare 
 Reduces the burden of abandoned, hazardous land by cleaning & 
maintaining it for the city and neighborhoods.  
 Stabilizes areas and promotes redevelopment 
5 Is accessible for all; from a walking scale to a 
regional scale, from blue collar to white collar, 
from renter to owner, and for all cultures and 
beliefs of the world 
  
6 Encourages public participation and 
incorporates public input into the complete 
vision. 
 Community LandCare  Encourages community organizations to become involved 
7 Is a city that manages the complexity and the 
dynamics inherent to its character such that the 
city functions 
 Vacant Land 
Management 
 PHS cleans and maintains vacant land reducing the burden on the city 
8 Recognizes the fundamental relationship with 
the environment and incorporates the principles 
of sustainability and the “green” movement into 
its vision 
 Philadelphia Green  Uses greening strategy to clean the city‟s vacant land 
Table 3.   
The City of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania City Livability Criteria 
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Involving the Public.  A livable city includes the visions and actions of the public in the 
planning and functions of a city.  The Philadelphia Green program encourages resident and 
community activism by offering outreach programs in planting and gardening techniques to 
neighborhood residents and community organizations. The program relies on community 
organizations to clean and manage these community assets (Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, 
2009).   The Philadelphia Green program depends on community participation and action to 
clean and green the city. 
Creating a Functional City.  The partnership with the Pennsylvania Horticulture Society 
reduces the burden of vacant land on the city and improves the quality of life for residents.  The 
Philadelphia Green program employs various community organizations to clean and mow vacant 
property which reduces the burden on the city. Since 2002 the Philadelphia Green program has 
cleaned, maintained and stabilized almost 11 million square feet of vacant land in the city 
(Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, 2009).  Improving these properties, benefits both the city 
and neighborhood residents. 
Creating a Sustainable City.  The Philadelphia Green program has effectively used a 
greening strategy to improve the physical appearance of the city, build community, and create 
community assets.  Together the Pennsylvania Horticulture Society and Philadelphians work to 
reduce the burden of vacant and abandoned property on neighborhoods and the city, and along 
the way create beautiful places.  The Philadelphia Green program engages the city and residents 
in a collaborative effort to create a livable green city.  
Through the efforts of the city, the Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, and residents, the 
City of Philadelphia realizes four of the identified criteria for a livable city in that it: (a) creates 
strong viable neighborhoods and begins to address the issues of the ghetto by improving the 
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physical appearance of neighborhoods and uplifting and involving residents, (b) encourages 
public participation and involvement in the greening process and maintenance of vacant property 
by hosting workshops and neighborhood planting days, (c) improves the functionality of the city 
by reducing the burden of vacant uncared for land on the city by coordinating the cleaning, 
stabilization and maintenance of vacant properties, and (d) creates a green sustainable city by 
converting brownfields into green spaces.  By and large, the partnership between the city, 
Pennsylvania Horticulture Society, and city residents has created a more livable and green 
Philadelphia.       
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Figure 15.  1905 Arches on Saginaw St Celebrating Flints Horse 
Drawn Carriage Heritage. Source ARCH 
Case Study:  Flint, Michigan 
Background 
 The City of Flint is located in upper northeast Michigan, sixty-six miles northwest of 
Detroit on the banks of the Flint River in Genesee County.  The city‟s history and landscape are 
dominated by the transportation industry, beginning in the 1840s the city specialized in horse 
drawn carriages, then with horseless carriages and finally with the automobile industry.  Like 
Figure 14.  The City of Flint, Michigan Skyline   
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many industrial cities of this era, Flint‟s economy was based on a single industry and even a 
single company, the fate of the automobile industry and General Motors has been the shared fate 
of the city (Gillotti & Kildee, 2007).  Flint‟s decline began in the 1970s with major changes at 
General Motors.  Fewer car sales, production changes, and new plant locations led to reductions 
in the required labor forces.  Ultimately 60,000 GM jobs left Flint (Gillotti & Kildee, 2007).  
Since the 1960s the city has suffered massive disinvestment, deindustrialization and substantial 
population and economic losses.  
Flint’s Shrinking Crisis 
Population Losses  
Flint‟s population peaked in the 1960s, reaching almost 200,000 persons (U.S. Census 
Bureau).  In part due to strong economic growth as a result of the war effort and the expansion of 
the private automobile industry.  The last approved comprehensive city plan was completed in 
1960 and prepared for a population up to 250,000 residents (Gillotti & Kildee, 2007).  The 
0
40,000
80,000
120,000
160,000
200,000
1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000
P
o
p
u
la
ti
o
n
Year
Figure 16.  The City of Flint, MI Population for each 
decade from 1900 to 2000 and 2007.   
Source U.S. Census Bureau 
 
Figure 17. Density of the City of Flint, MI measured 
by land area and average persons per square mile 
every decade from 1920 to 2000.   
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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region‟s growth began to reverse in the 1970s, attributable to the national economic slowdown 
and the 1970s energy crisis.  Between 1960 and 2007 the population decreased almost 40 percent 
from 196,940 to 114,662 residents (Figure 16), shedding roughly 82,000 residents over the 47 
year period (U.S. Census Bureau).  The population has dropped an average of 10 percent every 
decade since 1970.  The area of the city has increased four square miles since 1960, but density 
has decreased 43 percent from 6,587 persons per square mile in 1960 to 3,714 persons per square 
mile in 2000 (Figure 17) (U.S. Census Bureau, 1960-2000).  
Crime   
Viewed as one of the most dangerous places in America, the city‟s total crime has 
actually decreased since 1995 (Figure 18) (Palmer, 2008).  In 2007, TIME magazine labeled 
Flint as the Nation‟s most dangerous city, and the CQ Press City Rankings placed the city as the 
3
rd 
highest U.S. city in crime (Mickle, 2008).  In 2008 the city dropped three places to No. 6 in 
the rankings, one decline the city is happy with (Mickle, 2008).  
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Figure 18.  Crime Statistics for the City of Flint, MI from 1995 to 2007.  Source City of Flint Police 
Department 
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Housing and Vacant Land    
In 1970, the city had 64,245 housing units with a 5 percent vacancy rate (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 1960).  By 2007 there were only 55,750 housing units, but almost 12,000 housing units 
were vacant (Figure 19).  Roughly twenty percent of the city‟s housing was vacant, well over the 
11.6 percent national average (American Community Survey, 2005-07).  In the city, more than a 
quarter of the parcels are vacant lots without structures, and in residential neighborhoods vacant 
lots account for 16 percent of the total area (Gillotti & Kildee, 2007).  Neighborhoods have borne 
the brunt of decline.  Vacant and abandoned lots became places for crime and arson, and 
dumping which resulted in a cycle of neighborhood disinvestment and decline.  Abandonment 
and vacancy reached a point where they were longer a result of disinvestment but instead were 
part of the problem (Gillotti & Kildee, 2007).   
The slowdown of the automobile industry and dwindling primacy of General Motors left 
the city without a strong economic base, a shrinking population and a significant surplus of 
housing and land (Kildee & Gillott, 2007).  Changes to Michigan State legislation in 1999 and 
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Figure 19.  Total Occupied and Vacant Housing Units in the City of Flint, 
Michigan for each decade from 1970 to 2000 and 2007.  Source U.S. Census 
Bureau and State of the Cities. 
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2003 regarding abandoned and foreclosed property created an atmosphere for a strong land bank 
model.  A land bank acquires surplus land, public or private, from tax foreclosure and then holds, 
manages and/or facilitates their return to productive reuse through sales or transfers to city 
agencies, developers, adjacent land owners, and community development organizations 
(Restoring Prosperity, 2008).  Founded in 2002, the Genesee County Land Bank is attempting to 
reverse the economic misfortunes of Flint, and “is emerging as the nation‟s most comprehensive 
land-banking operation” (Schilling & Logan, 2008, p. 458).  In 2007 the Genesee County Land 
Bank gained national recognition when it won the 2007 Fannie Mae Foundation Innovations 
Award in Affordable Housing from Harvard University (Business Wire, 2007).     
  Michigan state law allows land banks to do practically everything a private development 
company can do.  It permits land banks to borrow money, sell bonds, buy land on the open 
market, assemble land into larger parcels, demolish, build new structures, sell rehabilitated 
property with a full title, and collect 50 percent of the new owner‟s property taxes for the first 
five years (Mccarus, 2005; Restoring Prosperity, 2008). Up until 1999, foreclosed properties had 
been tied up in legal proceedings lasting four to seven years leaving the properties to deteriorate 
further, with the new legislation a streamlined system was established which would give full 
ownership to the County Treasurer in one to two and a half years (Genesee County Land Bank, 
2004).  
Strategy for Managing Urban Decline:  Genesee County Land Bank 
The Genesee County Land Bank works to alleviate the burden of foreclosed property on 
the City of Flint.  The land bank‟s mission is to “manage land obtained through foreclosure, gift, 
or purchase in such a way as to return those properties to the tax roll, when appropriate, to a 
higher and better condition than when received” (Genesee County Land Bank, 2004, p. 1).   
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Figure 20.  City of Flint Land Bank Owned Properties.  Source: J. Burdick (Personal Communication, 
April 7, 2009). 
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The Genesee County Land Bank funds the county‟s acquisition of foreclosed property and 
allows the county the opportunity to determine the best uses of the land for the community, 
rather than having to sell it off to the highest bidder (Gillotti & Kildee, 2007).  The land bank 
takes a holistic approach to vacant property reuse in the county and how it can be a community 
asset rather than a liability.  As of November 2008 the land bank owned roughly 3,800 properties 
in the city (Figure 20).  Through various programs the Genesee County Land Bank strives to: 
maintain and promote homeownership, eliminate blight and prevent the decline of viable 
neighborhoods, revitalize residential neighborhoods in need of assistance, support economic 
development by assembling, marketing, and redeveloping abandoned property, and to promote 
community-based greening of abandoned property (Genesee County Land Bank, 2007).  The 
Genesee County Land Bank focuses its efforts through 10 programs: 
 Planning and Outreach:  This program is responsible for guiding decision making and 
working with public, private and non-profit partners to prepare redevelopment plans for 
priority areas.  The aim is to encourage redevelopment, by greening and removing blight 
in these priority areas.  
 Brownfield Redevelopment:  Together with the Genesee County Land Bank Authority 
and the Genesee County Brownfield Redevelopment Authority the goal is to eliminate 
blight and improve abandoned and tax foreclosed properties, to date the program has 
secured $8.34 million in Brownfield funds.   
 Development:  The property development team strives to return land bank owned 
properties to the tax role and encourage Smart Growth principles with programs that 
preserve, sustain, stabilize and reinvest in communities.       
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 Adopt-a-Lot:  For land bank owned property, people and businesses in the community 
can commit to maintain and care for vacant lots in their neighborhood.  This began as an 
informal program with neighbors caring for vacant land which the land bank formalized 
by creating the Adopt-a-lot program.  It is free to adopt a vacant lot, and the land bank 
offers technical assistance. 
 Clean & Green: This program supports community groups and organizations in the 
cleaning, maintaining and beautifying of land bank owned properties.  This is a 
competitive program in which participating groups are required to meet select criteria and 
to maintain a required number of lots.  
 Demolition: In partnership with the city, the land bank facilitates the removal of 
structures on land owned properties, by compiling a list of structures for demolition and 
assessing the property for material removal and hazardous material clean up.  
 Housing Renovation:  The land bank renovates houses and makes them available for 
sale or rent.  The program renovates 25 to 50 houses per year in order to stabilize and 
revitalize neighborhoods, and to provide affordable housing and encourage 
homeownership.     
 Sales:  The land bank offers several options for people to purchase housing, in addition to 
conventional mortgages, the land bank may sell under a land contract, or lease with the 
option to buy.  
 Side Lot Transfers:  Within the city, homeowners who have vacant land bank owned 
property adjacent to their home have the chance to purchase that property as a side yard 
for a small fee and a year‟s back taxes.  
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 Foreclosure Prevention:  The land bank can postpone foreclosure for one-year by 
request of homeowners showing significant financial hardship, a second year may be 
granted in certain circumstances.  
The Genesee County Land Bank works to alleviate the burden of vacant, abandoned and 
foreclosed properties on the City of Flint and residents.  In five years since its inception in 2002, 
the land bank has helped demolish almost 800 structures, transferred 700 side lots to neighboring 
residents, reconstructed ninety affordable rentals and eighty single-family homes and owns 
nearly 3,800 properties (Figure 20) (Gillotti & Kildee, 2007; Klaft, 2007; Restoring Prosperity, 
2008).  The land bank chose three areas of the city, Grand Traverse District neighborhood, Flint 
River District, and Metawananee Village for strategic reinvestment (Figure 21).  These three 
areas were selected because they met all or some of the following criteria:     
 Adjacent or near community assets (hospital, university(s), downtown, river, etc) 
 Strong or active neighborhood representation  
 Presence of other partners that have invested or plans to invest in the area  
 Existence of a plan for the area/neighborhood 
 Located near or adjacent to stable market areas, so that investment in these areas would 
curb blight from spreading into the adjacent stable areas (J. Burdick (Personal 
Communication, April 7, 2009)). 
Figure 22 maps the city‟s stable market areas, which were identified by an Allan Mallach study 
from 2003 (J. Burdick (Personal Communication, April 7, 2009)).  These areas are still relatively 
stable when compared to the rest of the city, but have experienced some abandonment in
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Figure 21.  City of Flint Land Bank Properties, Proposed Demolitions and Strategic Reinvestment Areas.  
Source: J. Burdick (Personal Communication, April 7, 2009). 
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Figure 22.  City of Flint Land Bank Properties, Proposed Demolitions and Stable Residential Market Areas. 
Source: J. Burdick (Personal Communication, April 7, 2009). 
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recent years due to the nature of the local and national economy.  The land bank invested nearly 
$3.5 million in demolitions over three years resulting in an estimated $112 million in positive 
impacts for neighboring residents and property (Griswold & Norris, 2007).  A recent study by 
the University of Michigan found that almost 60 percent (26,197 housing units) of the residential 
housing in Flint have been positively affected by the Genesee County Land Bank‟s programs.  
As one land bank employee put it, “the people who are still here [Flint] deserve to have a nice 
environment to live in…so our immediate goal is to get control and clean these properties” 
(Mccarus, 2005, p. 3). 
Livability Characteristics of Genesee County Land Bank 
The mission of the Genesee County Land Bank is to acquire land by foreclosure, gift or 
purchase and return it in a better condition (Genesee County Land Bank, 2004).   The land bank 
improves the city‟s livability by strengthening neighborhoods, involving community 
organizations and citizens, and by reducing the financial burden on the city, residents and 
homeowners/property owners.   The majority of land bank programs focus primarily on 
stabilizing neighborhoods through demolitions, renovations, sales, and stewardship plans.   
Creating Strong Neighborhoods.  Seven land bank programs aim to stabilize and 
strengthen neighborhoods.  By reducing visual blight, helping residents and property owners 
manage or buy vacant land, assisting homeowners keep their homes, and renovating and selling 
land bank owned homes the land bank is creating stronger neighborhoods.  The land bank  
facilitates the demolition of decayed structures on land bank owned property, in five years 
roughly 800 structures that were beyond rehabilitation were demolished (Klaft, 2007).  The 
Adopt-a-lot and Side Lot Transfer programs cleans vacant and abandoned property and places  
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Livability Criteria Program(s) that address 
Livability criteria: 
How it improves City’s livability 
1 Fosters a diverse mix of people and cultures, 
is open to all and has no real or incorporeal 
boundaries 
  
2 Is the heart of the community, where shared 
public spaces are the centers of urban social 
life and provides opportunities for 
interpersonal exchanges that cross boundaries 
of status, race and culture 
  
3 Cultivates a unique urban character and 
identity; strengthened by its physical elements 
and the collective experiences of its citizens 
  
4 Creates strong viable neighborhoods and 
endeavors to eliminate ghettos and segregated 
areas from the city 
 Development 
 Adopt-a-lot 
 Demolition 
 Housing Renovations 
 Sales 
 Side lot Transfers 
 Foreclosure Prevention 
 Returns property to the tax role 
 Neighboring residents can upkeep a land bank owned property to 
improve the area 
 Speeds up the process of demolitions for the city  
 Renovates housing and makes affordable units for renters and buyers 
 Neighboring residents can purchase adjacent property as a side yard 
 Keeps people in their homes  
5 Is accessible for all; from a walking scale to a 
regional scale, from blue collar to white 
collar, from renter to owner, and for all 
cultures and beliefs of the world 
  
6 Encourages public participation and 
incorporates public input into the complete 
vision. 
 Planning & Outreach 
 Adopt-a-lot 
 Clean & Green 
 Involves key members of the public to develop plans for property 
redevelopment  
 Involves the community in efforts to clean and care for vacant 
properties 
7 Is a city that manages the complexity and the 
dynamics inherent to its character such that 
the city functions 
 Foreclosure Prevention 
 Demolitions 
 Brownfield 
Redevelopment 
 Provides assistance to homeowners to stay in their homes and meet 
payments. 
 Removes decayed structures to reduce crime and costs on the city 
 Returns vacant property to the city‟s tax role 
8 Recognizes the fundamental relationship with 
the environment and incorporates the 
principles of sustainability and the “green” 
movement into its vision 
 Development  Encourages Smart Growth principles 
Table 4.   
The City of Flint, Michigan City Livability Criteria 
 
51 
 
them under the care of neighboring residents and/or community organizations, in five years the 
land bank has transferred 700 side lots to neighbors (Gillotti & Kildee, 2007).   
The Development, Housing Renovation, and Sales programs aim to return land bank 
owned property to private or public ownership.  The Development program‟s purpose is to return 
owned property back to the open market and available for redevelopment in a manner consistent 
with community goals. Land bank owned property with habitable structures are renovated and 
made available for rent or purchase in order to provide affordable housing and to stabilize 
neighborhoods.  The land bank facilitates sales by providing several options for ownership. In 
addition the land bank operates a Foreclosure Prevention program that assists homeowners in  
financial trouble keep their homes for up to two years.  These programs help keep properties 
occupied and cared for, reducing the visual blight and abandonment that can deteriorate 
neighborhoods.   
Involving the Public.  In addition, the Genesee County Land Bank partners with the 
public through various programs to plan, develop and manage vacant properties.  Specifically, 
the Planning & Outreach program collaborates with key public representatives to prepare 
redevelopment plans for priority areas.  While the Adopt-a-lot and Clean & Green programs 
engage residents, and community and private organizations by providing assistance and prestige 
in the maintenance and improvement of land bank owned properties.  This public engagement 
creates community bonds and networks, and creates a sense of ownership and control in the 
direction of the neighborhood and the city.   
Creating a Functional City. The Genesee County Land Bank improves the functionality 
of the city by reducing the burden of vacant tax foreclosed property on the city by preventing 
foreclosure, and shortening the period that property remains in a state of abandonment and 
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revenue loss.  The land bank can delay foreclosure up to two years, in certain situations, for 
homeowners in need which reduces the amount of foreclosed property.  Additionally, the land 
bank has the ability to fast track foreclosed property and can return property with a full title to 
the city in under a year.  Whereas, prior to the new legislation property could remain in the 
foreclosure process for up to seven years.  This time reduction means less revenue lost and 
prevents some properties from deteriorating and needing demolition which means they can be 
returned to the city and public quickly.  By returning property to the tax role, or transferring it 
other residents vacant property does not become places that foster criminal activity and increases 
the safety of residents in these areas. 
Creating a Sustainable City.  The Genesee County Land Bank focuses on redeveloping 
land in a manner that is smart and sustainable.  The Brownfield Redevelopment program cleans 
and restores abandoned hazardous places to improve the appearance and health of the city, as 
well as facilitating the reuse of the land for other uses.  The Development program encourages 
Smart Growth principles with programs that promote developing in a manner that preserves, 
sustains, stabilizes and reinvests in communities. 
With the assistance of the Genesee County Land Bank and city residents, the City of Flint 
realizes four of the identified criteria for a livable city in that it: (a) creates strong, viable 
neighborhoods through vacant property improvements, homeowner assistance programs, and 
with sales and redevelopment of vacant land, (b) encourages public participation and 
involvement in the maintenance of vacant land, reuse planning for vacant areas, and ownership 
of adjacent properties, (c) improves the functionality of the city by reducing the burden of 
lengthy foreclosure processes and returning vacant land to the city in a healthier, profitable state, 
and (d) creates a sustainable city by encouraging Smart Growth principles for redevelopment of 
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land bank owned property and by cleaning the city‟s brownfields into clean vacant lots ripe for 
redevelopment.  Overall, the livability of the city has increased considerably, due in part to the 
efforts of the Genesee County Land Bank which has improved the city‟s physical, social and 
ecological characteristics.  The Genesee County Land Bank has engaged the community and the 
residents to once again create a livable city.     
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Case Study: Youngstown, Ohio 
Background 
Youngstown is in northeast Ohio situated on the bank of the Mahoning River, 
approximately sixty-five miles southeast of Cleveland, Ohio and sixty-one miles northwest of 
Pittsburg, Pennsylvania.  Youngstown‟s primary industry was steel, having vital natural 
resources of hardwood forests and deposits of coal and iron necessary for steel production.   At 
one time, Youngstown was the third largest steel producing city in the U.S. (The City of 
Youngstown, 2005).  Between the 1920s and 1960s, the city was a primary industrial steel hub 
Figure 23. The City of Youngstown, Ohio Skyline   
Figure 24. Postcard Featuring Youngstown, Ohio. Source: The Burgham Family Tree 
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for companies such as Youngstown Sheet & Tube, Republic Steel and U.S. Steel.  Regrettably, 
with the success of the steel industry, the city ignored the need to diversify its economy.  In the 
1970s economic changes forced numerous steel plant closures and the city was left without a 
strong economic and employment base.  The fall ensued on September 19, 1977, dubbed “Black 
Monday” in Mahoning County; Youngstown Sheet & Tube announced it was shutting down with 
U.S. Steel and Republic Steel closely following suit, “seemingly overnight, 40,000 jobs 
evaporated” (Swope, Smart Decline, 2006, p. 3).  Homes and neighborhoods were abandoned, 
crime reached unprecedented heights, and political corruption settled in.  
 
Youngstown’s Shrinking Crisis 
Population Losses   
Youngstown reached its glory days in the 1930s with population peaking at 170,000 in 
1930 (Office of Strategic Research, Ohio Department of Development, 2001). The population 
and economic growth was fueled by the growing steel industry which by the middle of the 
Figure 25.  The City of Youngstown, Ohio 
Population for each decade from 1900 to 2000 
and 2007.  Source Office of Strategic Research, 
Ohio Dept of Development; and U.S. Census 
Bureau 
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Figure 26. Density of the City of Youngstown, Ohio 
measured by land area and average persons per square 
mile every decade from 1920 to 2000.  Source: U.S. 
Census Bureau 
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twentieth century “had come to dominate every aspect of life” (Buss & Redburn, 1983, p. 2).  
The city‟s growth began to reverse in the 1950s, and the collapse of the steel industry in 1977 
accelerated population losses.  Between 1960 and 2000, the population plummeted almost fifty 
percent from 166,689 to 82,026 residents (Figure 25) (Office of Strategic Research, Ohio 
Department of Development, 2001;U.S. Census Bureau, 2007).  On average, Youngstown‟s 
population has decreased by 15 percent every decade since 1970.  The land area of the city has 
increased by roughly one square mile since 1950, but density has decreased nearly sixty percent 
from 5,132 to 2,178 average persons per square mile (Figure 26) (U.S. Census, 1920-2000).  
Crime 
Property crime, burglary and theft remain high in the city, but in general, there has been 
an overall decrease in total crime since 2000 (Figure 27).  In 2005, violent and property crime 
increased, but dropped as a result of Mayor Williams aggressive crime initiatives and 
neighborhood improvements in 2007 (Cox, 2007).  The 2008 CQ Press City Crime Rankings 
placed Youngstown as the 15
th
 highest crime ridden city in the U.S.   
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Figure 27.  Crime Statistics for the City of Youngstown, Ohio from 2000 to 2007.  Source Ohio 
Uniform Crime Reports 
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Housing and Vacant Land   
Previous Youngstown comprehensive plans had expected continuous growth and set 
aside nearly 13,000 acres for residential use, 3,900 for industrial use, and 1,260 acres for 
commercial use (The City of Youngstown, 2005).  The reality is that for a city of 80,000 that is 
far too much land.  In 2000 the city had 37,158 housing units (Figure 28), an excess of 3,325 
housing units assuming 2.4 persons per household (The City of Youngstown, 2005).  Reductions  
Parcel and Structure Type Number 
Occupied Structures (estimate) 37,000 
Improved parcels 35,172 
Vacant parcels (no structure, unimproved) 22,804 
Parcels with a vacant structure 4,571 
Total Parcels 62,547 
Vacancy rate (all parcels) 43.8% 
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Figure 28.  Total Occupied and Vacant Housing Units in the City of Youngstown, Ohio for 
each decade from 1970 to 2000 and 2007.  Source U.S. Census Bureau and State of the Cities. 
 
Note. Adapted from Mahoning Valley Organizing Collaborative 
Table 5. 
City of Youngstown Parcel and Structures Survey 
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Figure 29.  City of Youngstown, Ohio 2008 Vacancy Survey Results of land and parcels.  Source  Mahoning Valley Organizing Collaborative 
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Figure 30.  City of Youngstown Neighborhood Categories of Current State: Stable, Transitional, Redevelopment, Semi-Rural and Industrial.  Source:  
City of Youngstown 2010 Neighborhoods. 
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in the housing stock have not matched the population drop and the city has “over 4,000 vacant 
structures and over 22,000 vacant lots, which creates one of the highest vacant property rates per 
capita in the United States” (Mahoning Valley Organizing Collaborative, 2009).  Within the city, 
43.8 percent of all parcels are experiencing vacancy in some form (Table 5).  Figure 29 is a map 
of the vacancy survey results conducted by the Mahoning Valley Organizing Collaborative and 
corresponds to the results of Table 5.  It illustrates the city‟s property vacancy status and reveals 
a dispersed vacancy pattern but with a strong concentration of vacant land in the northeast 
section of the city.  A map of Youngstown‟s neighborhoods (Figure 30) illustrates the city‟s 
neighborhoods status in terms of stability and instability.  The map reveals that the majority of 
the city‟s neighborhoods are transitioning which echoes the vacancy survey results. 
With the crash of the steel industry and decimating population losses, the city was left 
“with no vision and no plan to deal with the aftermath…Youngstown lacked direction through its 
decline and without vision languished for the next twenty five years” (The City of Youngstown, 
2005, p. 14).  New vision came in 2002 with the civic psyche that birthed the Youngstown 2010 
plan, adopted in 2003.  The Youngstown 2010 Citywide Plan process examined the city for areas 
of potential as well as challenges, and developed a strategy for addressing critical issues and 
moving the city into the twenty-first century. 
Strategy for Managing Urban Decline:  Planning for a Smaller City 
The Youngstown 2010 plan is a paradigm shift from planning for growth to planning to 
be a smaller city.  The plan sets Youngstown apart from other U.S. cities by the fact that the city 
is embracing its shrinkage.  According to Youngstown Mayor Jay Williams: 
 We‟re on our way to accepting some obvious things about what the city is and isn‟t 
going to be.  It was unrealistic to think we‟ll be a 100,000 person city.  But why not be an 
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attractive city of 80,000 or 85,000 that offers a quality of life that competes with other 
cities across the state and across the country? (Swope, Smart Decline, 2006, p. 2).  
 The 2010 plan emerged out of a town-gown partnership between Youngstown State 
University and the city.  The university was beginning to create a new campus plan at the same 
time the city was gearing up to re-write the comprehensive plan for the first time in over fifty 
years  (The City of Youngstown, 2005; Swope, 2006).  It was clear that these two initiatives 
could benefit from a combined effort and work together to engage the public in the planning 
process (The City of Youngstown, 2005).  The city hired a consulting group—Urban Strategies, 
Inc. of Toronto, Ontario—to help with community engagement and civic education.  After 
extensive public engagement and numerous community workshops over the course of three 
years, a new City vision emerged which is the basis of the 2010 plan.  This document is a guide 
that outlines the framework for addressing the city‟s critical issues and provides agendas for 
change organized around four platforms (The City of Youngstown, 2005, p. 18):   
 Accepting that Youngstown is a smaller city  
 Defining Youngstown‟s role in the new regional economy  
 Improving Youngstown‟s image and enhancing quality of life 
 A call to action.   
The 2010 plan took a holistic look at the city; the planning processes that lead to the 
current (2002) conditions, the existing land uses and citywide conditions, what assets to build on, 
and outlined a plan of action. 
Youngstown 2010 developed a new vision and a plan for the city.  One based on 
shrinking responsibly to become a more attractive and livable right-sized, mid-size 
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Figure 31.  City of Youngstown, Ohio Current Land Use Map.  Source Youngstown 2010 Citywide plan. 
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Figure 32.  City of Youngstown, Ohio Future Land Use Map.  Source Youngstown 2010 Citywide plan. 
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city.  The city recognized that there were challenges, but also that there were unique assets to 
build on such as the city‟s regional location, the older compact urban core, local institutions like 
Youngstown State University, and the natural amenities of the region (The City of Youngstown, 
2005).  Four guiding themes for future land use built on these assets by focusing on transforming 
the existing city into a vibrant and viable place, making the city cleaner and greener, and creating 
“industrial green” districts for clean industries.  Furthermore, the Youngstown 2010 planning 
process identified neighborhood assets and challenges and outlined neighborhood course of 
action plans.       
Out of the Youngstown 2010 planning process a new vision for land use emerged.  It 
focused on consolidating business, institutional, industrial and residential uses while expanding 
agriculture, parks and open space uses within the city.  The map of the current land uses (Figure 
31) shows land uses interspersed throughout the city.  Youngstown‟s vision for future land use 
(Figure 32) is focused on consolidating and separating land uses.  Commercial, industrial, and 
institutional uses are clustered together along major transportation corridors running into 
downtown and along the Mahoning River.  Residential uses are contained between these 
commercial corridors with parks and open space mixed in.  Comparing the vacancy land map 
(Figure 29) with the future land use map (Figure 32) reveals that much of the vacant space is 
converted into parks, open space and agricultural uses or is reserved for Industrial “Green” uses.  
The city‟s future land use vision is focused on consolidating and reducing residential land uses, 
separating land uses, and increasing parks and open space.   
The Youngstown 2010 plan broke the city into eleven districts which included thirty-one 
distinct neighborhoods, and took an appraisal of each district‟s current conditions and assets, and 
outlined a program of improvement organized around three themes: cleaner, greener and better 
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planned, and organized.  District assessments identified strong, stable neighborhoods where 
investment should be directed and decaying neighborhoods where with time could be completely 
decommissioned and city services removed.   
 
For example, previously the city had provided aid to help low-income people fix their 
homes on a first-come, first-served basis, regardless of the neighborhood condition, but now the 
Community Development Agency skips homes in too far gone areas (Swope, Smart Decline, 
2006).  In addition, the city offers residents in too far gone areas $50,000 to buy a new home and 
move to stable, viable areas of the city (Christie, 2008).  Similarly, Major Williams issued a 
“moratorium on the construction of homes financed with low-income housing tax credits” 
(Swope, Smart Decline, 2006, p. 4), because these homes were being built in declining 
neighborhoods.  He saw this as wasted investment when with better planning investment could 
be directed to stable areas.  The Youngstown plan and Mayor Williams aim to “target city 
Figure 33.  Forgotten City Street that could be allowed to fade away.  Source Christopher Swope Photo Essay 
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investment where they will pay the greatest return to Youngstown‟s quality of life” (Swope, 
Smart Decline, 2006, p. 4).  The costs associated with vacant, low-density land is exorbitant 
compared to revenue generation and so a shrinking city like Youngstown must be deliberate 
where funds are spent and where new development is focused. 
In combination to channeling investment to stable areas, the city is focusing heavily on 
vacant land management.  The city recognized in the 2010 plan that “urban decay is a constant 
and demoralizing reminder of Youngstown‟s decline” (The City of Youngstown, 2005, p. 18).  
Reductions in the housing stock have not matched the drop in population and the city has been 
left with excess housing and land (Figure 29).  This is a problem for the city because it creates a 
neighborhood cycle of disinvestment and decline as a house degenerate eventually needing to be 
demolished.  In order to manage vacant land and to stop transitioning neighborhoods the city 
developed a vacant land management program and a neighborhood stabilization program.   
The vacant land management program works to reduce the volume of vacant land and 
abandoned houses in the city.  The county treasurer clears back taxes owed on property so that 
residents, businesses and churches can purchase them and put them back into productive use.  In 
conjunction with the county treasurer, Mayor Williams has significantly increased the budget for 
demolitions of abandoned structures (Lindsey, 2007; Mock, 2008; Swope, Smart Decline, 2006).  
According to Mayor Williams, the city will demolish 300 to 400 homes in one year alone 
(Swope, Shrinking Cities Q&A: Jay Williams, 2006).  The neighborhood stabilization program 
(NSP) targets federal funding to twenty-eight neighborhoods in the city, Figure 34 illustrates the 
areas where NSP funding is focused.  These neighborhoods were chosen based on a number of 
characteristics including:  home foreclosures, removing blight in stabilizing neighborhoods, and 
neighborhood conditions such as density, homeownership rates, and where neighborhood  
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Figure 34.  Youngstown Target Neighborhoods for Neighborhood Stabilization Program funds. Source: D‟Avignon, 2008 
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associations are active (D‟Avignon, 2008).  These target neighborhoods were identified by the 
city as either stable or transitional neighborhoods in the Youngstown 2010 plan (Figure 34).  
Thirty years of massive population and industry losses has left the city with an oversized, 
underused and expensive urban settlement pattern. 
In addition to cleaning up and consolidating, the city is looking regionally to increase its 
revenues with underused infrastructure, and with a joint economic development district (JEDD) 
(Mock, 2008).  The plan is to supply water to surrounding suburban townships with 
Youngstown‟s water supply and water distribution system, increasing revenue with existing 
underused infrastructure.  Additionally, the city is looking at taxing suburban residents who work 
in the city with  an income tax intended for business expansions in downtown Youngstown 
(Mock, 2008; Swope, Shrinking Cities Q&A: Jay Williams, 2006).  These efforts have not been 
well received in the suburbs.  The city is also looking regionally with its transportation network 
as an asset to build on.  Regional connectivity to various modes of transportation from air, to rail, 
to freight, and automobile as well as being linked to the national hiking and biking trails places 
the city in a prime location for businesses and residents (The City of Youngstown, 2005).  
The city and residents of Youngstown have taken a direct approach to the future and have 
accepted the fact that the city is shrinking and that it can be a better, smaller city.  Hunter 
Morrison, Director of the Center for Urban and Regional Studies at Youngstown State 
University, sees Youngstown‟s acceptance of its shrinking condition as a way of freeing 
“yourself from what economists call the dead hand of the past and you can then look to the future 
with some measure of confidence and hope that in fact you can be a good place, an attractive 
place to live” (Swope, Shrinking Cities Q&A: Hunter Morrison, 2006, p. 3).            
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Livability Characteristics of Youngstown 2010 Citywide Plan 
The Youngstown 2010 plan aspires to “create a livable city by eliminating blight, 
increasing property maintenance, and beautifying public spaces and gateways” (The City of 
Youngstown, 2005, p. 19).  The plan aims to improve the city‟s livability by focusing on its 
assets and reducing or removing the negative effects of shrinking.  The city inventoried and 
indentified its neighborhoods, economy and environmental assets and has directed growth and 
investment to these sections of the city.  In concurrence, the city identified failing areas of the 
city and the factors leading to decline and steps have been taken to stabilize transition areas and 
abandon other areas too far gone to save.   
Creating an Urban Character.  The city recognized the opportunity to create a unique 
urban character by focusing on the existing downtown assets such as the dense compact core, 
Youngstown State University, government and public offices, and various entertainment venues. 
The Youngstown 2010 document outlines an implementation plan to build on these assets which 
includes annual cleanups, targeted demolitions, beautification programs, and creating new city 
parks in downtown neighborhoods.  The plan also outlines a strategy for developing 
neighborhood plans, creating “Green Industrial” districts, revitalizing the business district and 
supporting redevelopment plans.  In addition to cultivating a unique urban core, the plan outlines 
strategies for creating strong viable neighborhoods. 
Creating Strong Neighborhoods.  The Youngstown 2010 plan combined the city‟s thirty-
one neighborhoods into eleven districts and evaluated their current conditions and developed 
district specific future visions and implementation plans.  Strengthening the plan‟s mission to 
create a livable city by eliminating blight, the Vacant Land Management program and demolition 
program work to remove abandoned and blighted properties from the city and return foreclosed  
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Livability Criteria Program(s) that address 
Livability criteria: 
How it improves City’s livability 
 
1 Fosters a diverse mix of people and cultures, 
is open to all and has no real or incorporeal 
boundaries 
  
2 Is the heart of the community, where shared 
public spaces are the centers of urban social 
life and provides opportunities for 
interpersonal exchanges that cross 
boundaries of status, race and culture 
  
3 Cultivates a unique urban character and 
identity; strengthened by its physical 
elements and the collective experiences of its 
citizens 
 Focus on Assets  Guiding new development to stable areas, and building on the local 
institutions such as the University 
4 Creates strong viable neighborhoods and 
endeavors to eliminate ghettos and 
segregated areas from the city 
 Vacant Land Management 
 Demolition 
 Resident Relocation 
 Investment Channeling 
 Acquiring foreclosed property and returning them to the tax role 
 Remove decaying structures to improve safety & appearance  
 Offering incentives for residents to relocate to viable neighborhoods 
 Focusing investment in stable neighborhoods 
5 Is accessible for all; from a walking scale to 
a regional scale, from blue collar to white 
collar, from renter to owner, and for all 
cultures and beliefs of the world 
  
6 Encourages public participation and 
incorporates public input into the complete 
vision. 
 Public engagement in 
2010 plan & 
implementation 
 
 Included the public to formulate a plan around shrinking 
 Involved neighborhood residents in evaluation of districts and 
outlining action plans for each district 
7 Is a city that manages the complexity and the 
dynamics inherent to its character such that 
the city functions 
 Regional Approach 
 Resident Relocation 
 Vacant Land Management 
 Utilize underused infrastructure by serving surrounding suburbs and 
looking at a regional transportation network 
 Relocate residents to denser, viable sections of the city to cut city 
services and costs 
 Demolishes decaying structures to reduce crime and increase safety 
8 Recognizes the fundamental relationship 
with the environment and incorporates the 
principles of sustainability and the “green” 
movement into its vision 
 Brownfield 
Redevelopment 
 Zoning 
 Cleaning up hazardous steel plant locations with the help of EPA 
 Focusing on growing a “green” economy by creating “green 
industry” zoning 
Table 6.   
The City of Youngstown, Ohio City Livability Criteria 
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parcels to the market through sales to community organizations and residents.  On top of that, the 
city is redirecting investment to stable areas of the city by limiting financial assistance and new 
development to these selected areas of the city.  The city is also attempting to consolidate the 
remaining population to viable areas of the city by offering residents in declining areas that are 
incentives to move (Christie, 2008).  These strategies are intended to create strong, denser 
neighborhoods and to reduce the city‟s burden of providing services to a dispersed population. 
Involving the Public.  A key component of the Youngstown 2010 plan was the extensive 
and inclusive involvement of citizens.  The community helped shaped the new city vision and 
direction, and has taken an active role in the implementation process.  Public inclusion developed 
an understanding of the planning process and created a sense of ownership and pride in the city‟s 
new direction for shrinking smartly.                      
Creating a Functional City.  City officials have attempted to reduce the city‟s financial 
burden by reducing service provision and reallocating underused infrastructure.  Even though 
Youngstown has a smaller population its physical size has remained unchanged, resulting in a 
very dispersed population.  This makes it difficult and expensive to provide services in sparsely 
populated areas of the city.  In an effort to consolidate the population and to reduce service costs, 
the city implemented a voluntary resident relocation program that offers homeowners in specific 
areas monetary compensation to move to denser, viable sections of the city.  The Vacant Land 
Management and Demolition programs alleviate the burden of abandoned property on the city 
and residents by cleaning and reselling them to diligent owners.   
In addition to reducing service provision, the city is also looking to utilize its underused 
water infrastructure to provide service to surrounding suburbs.  The city hopes that this will 
increase city revenues without further investment.  The city is also considering the possibility of 
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an income tax on employees who live in the suburbs and come to the city for work (Mock, 2008; 
Swope, Shrinking Cities Q & A: Williams, 2006).  Youngstown is attempting to find ways to 
reduce its functioning costs and increase outside revenue to improve the city‟s livability. 
Creating a Sustainable City.  Youngstown recognizes the importance of the “green” 
movement and sustainability for future economic stability.  The 2010 plan recommends a new 
zoning designation, specifically for encouraging “green” industries near the downtown and in 
areas that were previous sites of manufacturing industries.  The 2010 plan also recognized the 
importance of developing economically and physically in a smart and sustainable manner.  In the 
2010 plan, the city identifies the existing green infrastructure, such as its parks and watercourses, 
as building blocks to increase the green network and improving the quality of life in the city, as 
well as being potential revenue generators.  
 City leaders and residents came together in the Youngstown 2010 Citywide plan to create 
a shared vision and strategy for a creating a smaller better Youngstown.  The city is building on 
its assets; the central downtown core, institutions, neighborhoods and green infrastructure, and 
reducing its liabilities; vacant land, underused infrastructure, deteriorating sections.  It is creating 
a better, more livable city for the residents and businesses that remain and to attract new ones.  
With the assistance of city officials and residents, the City of Youngstown realizes five of 
the identified criteria for a livable city in that it: (a) creates a unique identity for the city by being 
the first U.S. city to embrace its shrinkage and to build on existing assets to create a special 
place, (b) creates strong, viable neighborhoods in areas of the city that are stable and works to 
reduce segregated areas of the city by encouraging relocation and investment channeling to 
viable neighborhoods, (c) encourages public participation and involvement in the visioning and 
planning for a new smaller city, as well as relying on residents to assist with the district specific 
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action plans, (d) improves the functionality of the city by consolidating services, population and 
investment to areas that will bring the largest return and by utilizing underused infrastructure to 
generate new revenue with minimal costs, and (e) creates a sustainable and green city by creating 
a new economy based on green industries and building on the existing green infrastructure to 
provide ecological credits for other cities.  On the whole, Youngstown is creating a livable city 
by accepting that it is a smaller city, planning to be one, and carrying out that vision.   
Results and Discussion of Case Study Cities 
 The processes of decline have had detrimental effects on the cities of Philadelphia, Flint 
and Youngstown leaving these cities in a slippery situation economically, ecologically, 
physically and socially.  The remnants of the past weigh these cities down making it difficult for 
them to be livable places that are enjoyable, healthy, sustainable and functional.  These cities 
struggle with the complications of a dispersed population, and excess land and housing resulting 
from a decade of decline.   During this period each city alone lost enough residents to populate a 
good-sized city. Each city confronted shrinkage differently; i.e. what was being done to address 
the effects of shrinkage and how these actions improved the livability of the city.   
 Cities, in general, aspire to be livable places, attracting new citizens by being unique 
places that are enjoyable and healthy for residents and businesses, and by being environmentally 
and economically sustainable and functional.  Shrinking cities are no different.  Within the 
strategy of each case study city are unambiguous statements to improve the livability of the city.  
Flint, Philadelphia, and Youngstown aspire to be livable cities for the benefit of their remaining 
residents and businesses as well as creating the potential to attract new residents and businesses.   
Unique circumstances created the situations of Flint, Philadelphia and Youngstown 
making it difficult to compare these cities with each other; hence they were examined 
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independent of each other.  Each city‟s strategy was evaluated in order to understand its strengths 
and limitations.  Each city was analyzed separately for how well its program(s) and/or plan(s) 
incorporated and/or realized the characteristics that make a livable city.  Lastly, the cities 
shrinkage strategies were cross-examined to identify their individual strengths and limitations 
toward achieving the characteristics of a livable city.      
 
Livability Criteria Philadelphia 
Green City 
Genesee 
County Land 
Bank 
Youngstown 
2010 Citywide 
Plan 
1 Fosters a diverse mix of people and cultures, is 
open to all and has no real or incorporeal 
boundaries 
   
2 Is the heart of the community, where shared 
public spaces are the centers of urban social life 
and provides opportunities for interpersonal 
exchanges that cross boundaries of status, race 
and culture 
   
3 Cultivates a unique urban character and identity; 
strengthened by its physical elements and the 
collective experiences of its citizens 
  + 
4 Creates strong viable neighborhoods and 
endeavors to eliminate ghettos and segregated 
areas from the city 
+ ++ +++ 
5 Is accessible for all; from a walking scale to a 
regional scale, from blue collar to white collar, 
from renter to owner, and for all cultures and 
beliefs of the world 
   
6 Encourages public participation and incorporates 
public input into the complete vision. 
+++ + ++ 
7 Is a city that manages the complexity and the 
dynamics inherent to its character such that the 
city functions 
+ ++ +++ 
8 Recognizes the fundamental relationship with the 
environment and incorporates the principles of 
sustainability and the “green” movement into its 
vision 
+++ ++ + 
Note.  A + denotes degree of success in a range of + as low, to +++ as high success 
Table 7. 
Comparison of Philadelphia, Flint and Youngstown shrinking strategies success at achieving the eight livability 
characteristics. 
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Assessment of the Cities Shrinking Strategies  
Examining each city‟s strategy compared to the others exposes distinct differences in 
application and success measured by livability qualities.  Table 7 is a comparison of the three 
case study city‟s strategies using the eight livability criteria.  A + denotes degree of success in a 
range of + as „low‟ to +++ as „high‟ in success.  Overall, the Philadelphia Green City program 
scores the highest in encouraging public participation and incorporating the „green‟ movement 
into the vision for a livable city.  Whereas the Genesee County Land Bank scores in the middle 
for strengthening neighborhoods, improving the functionality of the city, and incorporating 
sustainable practices into the vision for a more livable city.  The Youngstown 2010 Citywide 
plan scores the highest in strengthening neighborhoods and improving the city‟s functionality to 
make a more livable city.  What follows is an in depth discussion of the specific elements within 
each strategy that meet a specific livability criteria. 
Livability Criteria 3: Cultivating a unique urban character and identity 
 A livable city has its own unique character and identity that is expressed both physically 
through its architecture, arrangement of streets and open places and expressively by its citizens.  
This examination focuses on how each city‟s strategy is encouraging and enhancing the city‟s 
urban character and identity. 
 Philadelphia Green City Strategy.  Although, the Philadelphia Green City program does 
not specifically set out to improve Philadelphia‟s urban identity or character, the PHS is working 
to improve the city‟s urban identity through other programs and is aiming to create a green city.     
 Youngstown 2010 Citywide Plan.  Within the plan is the acceptance of what is happening 
to the city and how to build on the existing assets of the city to create a unique livable place. 
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Strengths: 
 The plan recognizes the importance of creating a unique urban character 
 The plan takes a broad approach to identifying the city‟s assets such as the dense 
urban core, the university, natural resources and infrastructure, and residential 
neighborhoods. 
 The plan contains suggestions for building on the city‟s assets. 
Limitations: 
 The plan‟s implementation strategy is vague 
Livability Criteria 4:  Creating strong neighborhoods and reducing segregation 
 A livable city has strong viable neighborhoods and endeavors to eliminate ghettos and 
segregated areas from the city.  This examination focuses on how each city‟s strategy is 
encouraging and creating viable neighborhoods.  The Philadelphia Green City Strategy, the 
Genesee County Land Bank, and the Youngstown 2010 Citywide plan direct a greater part of 
their influence toward improving their neighborhoods.   
 Philadelphia Green City Strategy.  The Philadelphia Green City Strategy was 
implemented to tackle the physical aspects of vacant and abandoned property in six of the city‟s 
neighborhoods.   
 Strengths: 
 Reduces the impact of vacant uncared for land on neighborhood residents and 
removes trash, creating safer places for residents. 
Limitations: 
 Limited to six city neighborhoods 
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Genesee County Land Bank Strategy.  The land bank endeavors to create stronger 
neighborhoods by returning foreclosed property to the public in a better condition through a 
combination of programs that demolish, rebuild, and resell land bank owned property and homes. 
Strengths: 
 Takes ownership of foreclosed property in order to better maintain and reuse the 
property. 
 Multiple programs focus on improving foreclosed property in city neighborhoods 
through demolitions, sales and side lot transfers, adopt-a-lot, and homeownership 
financing. 
 The program assists homeowners in financial hardship delay foreclosure  
Limitations: 
 The land bank‟s efforts are restricted to foreclosed property 
Youngstown 2010 Citywide Plan. The plan takes a holistic view of recreating a livable 
city by removing blight, channeling investment to viable neighborhoods, and consolidating the 
population into those neighborhoods. 
Strengths: 
 The plan is multifaceted and identifies causes of neighborhood decline, locations 
of failing neighborhoods, and locations of strong and transitional neighborhoods. 
 Guides investment to stable and transitional neighborhoods. 
 Targets demolitions in viable neighborhoods.  
 Relocates residents out of failing neighborhoods.   
 It acknowledges that some neighborhoods are going to fail and cannot be saved.   
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Limitations: 
 Resident relocation is voluntary and many residents do not want to leave their 
homes for any reason. 
Livability Criteria 6:  Encouraging public participation  
 A livable city encourages public participation and incorporates public input into the 
vision of the city.  This examination focuses on how each city‟s strategy incorporates and 
encourages public participation and how public input is included in the strategy.   
Philadelphia Green City Strategy.  Public participation is necessary for the 
implementation of the Philadelphia Green City Strategy.   
Strengths: 
 It is a working partnership between the City of Philadelphia, the PHS, 
neighborhood residents and community organizations. 
 The program relies heavily on neighborhood residents and community 
organizations to provide man power to clean, maintain, and care for properties.   
Limitations: 
 It is unclear how much influence residents have in the selection of vacant 
properties for the program.         
Genesee County Land Bank. The Genesee County Land Bank also relies on public 
participation for the maintenance and planning for land bank owned property.   
Strengths: 
 Programs rely on community and residents to maintain community gardens and 
vacant land bank owned property.   
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 Includes key public leaders in the planning stage for redevelopment opportunities 
of land bank owned property. 
Limitations: 
 It is unclear how much the city of Flint assists the GCLB and community 
organizations and residents with technical and financial assistance. 
Youngstown 2010 Citywide Plan.  The Youngstown 2010 plan evolved out of extensive 
public involvement and outreach programs.   
Strengths: 
 The plan included citizens in developing the new vision for the city. 
 Neighborhood residents were involved in the assessment of their district. 
  Residents helped decide the course and the steps necessary to implement the 
neighborhood plan. 
Limitations: 
 It is unclear if neighborhood residents will have a hand in how their districts plans 
will be carried out. 
Livability Criteria 7:  Managing the city’s complexity to ensure that the city functions 
 A livable city is a city that manages the complexity and the dynamics inherent to its 
character such that the city functions.  This examination focuses on how each city‟s strategy 
works to improve the city‟s function.  The purpose of each city‟s strategy is to reduce the burden 
of urban decline on residents and the city.   
Philadelphia Green City Strategy.  The Philadelphia Green City strategy reduces the 
city‟s burden of maintaining vacant land, and improves neighborhoods by reducing the physical 
effects of vacant land, and improves the psychological and social functions of residents.   
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Strengths: 
 Removes debris, cleans and maintains vacant property thereby reducing the 
burden on the city. 
Genesee County Land Bank Strategy.  The Genesee County Land Bank is very similar to 
the Philadelphia Green City strategy in that it reduces the burden of foreclosed property on the 
city.   
Strengths: 
 Returns foreclosed property to the city quicker than formally possible. 
 Facilitates the demolition process on land bank owned property for the city. 
 Works with residents and community organizations to maintain and/or own 
neighboring parcels. 
Youngstown 2010 Citywide Plan Strategy.  The Youngstown 2010 Citywide plan takes a 
more inclusive approach to improving the city‟s function by utilizing existing underused 
infrastructure as well as reducing the physical burden of urban decline.  The Youngstown 2010 
plan developed a strategy to re-commission its underutilized infrastructure to increase the city‟s 
coffers, as well as taxing non-city residents who worked in the city. 
Strengths: 
 Utilizing underused infrastructure to increase tax revenues 
 Taxing non-city residents for city services 
 Consolidating the urban population to viable sections of the city 
Livability Criteria 8:  Incorporating the principles of sustainability and ‘green’ practices 
 A livable city recognizes the fundamental relationship with the environment and 
incorporates the principles of sustainability and the “green” movement into its vision. Each city 
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recognized the importance of creating a sustainable, green city, but they have taken different 
approaches to it.   
Philadelphia Green City Strategy.   The PHS is improving the city by greening it through 
horticulture.   
Strengths: 
 Creating a green city and encouraging community gardening 
Genesee County Land Bank Strategy.  The Genesee County Land Bank is improving the 
city by cleaning up brownfields.   
Strengths: 
 Brownfield sites cleanup and reuse. 
Youngstown 2010 Citywide Plan Strategy.  The Youngstown 2010 plan is improving the 
city by cleaning up brownfields and redirecting the city‟s economy around a green industry. 
Strengths: 
 Refocusing the city‟s economy for green industries 
 
Distinct Strengths of each Strategy 
Each of these strategies has improved their particular city‟s livability, and each strategy is 
unique and has distinct elements that should be noted.   
 A notable strength of the Philadelphia Green City program is the unique partnership 
between the city, the PHS, neighborhood residents and community organizations.  
This collaboration builds cooperation between the city and its residents to jointly 
clean and green the city and their neighborhoods.  Residents have the power to 
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dramatically change the physical appearance of their neighborhood with the help of 
the city and the PHS.  
 Genesee County Land Bank is a distinguished land banking operation due in part to 
the power it has been granted by the State of Michigan and partially due to its 
comprehensive programs that address the foreclosure process and the management of 
its properties.   
 Youngstown 2010 Citywide plan is a direct approach to the city‟s shrinkage.  The 
plan recognizes that some areas of the city cannot and should not be saved. 
Youngstown‟s strategy consolidates population to viable sections of the city; letting 
other areas sit idle and return to nature.  The city is also looking beyond its 
boundaries with its transportation networks and infrastructure to increase its tax base 
and utilize existing infrastructure.   
 
Recommendations for Planning for a Shrinking City  
 Planning for a shrinking city requires a distinct approach, one based not on growth but on 
planning for less.  From this case study assessment of three American shrinking cities, a few 
recommendations for planners emerged as to how to plan for a livable shrinking city. 
Considerations for Shrinking Cities 
 As Roger Starr (1976) avows, a city must first acknowledge that it is shrinking. 
 A city must inventory and assess its current conditions. 
 A city should identify its resources and assets that it can build up from. 
 Once a city discerns where it is, it must balance what it wants to be with what it can be. 
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Recommendations for Planners 
A shrinking city struggles with its physical size and dispersed population. The city and 
planners must consider its remaining residents and plan to be a smaller, denser, greener city. 
 Consolidate the population into a denser core 
o Down zone land to zero occupancy. 
o De-annex portions of the city to surrounding suburbs. 
o Cap land allotment for land uses. 
 Remove the physical remnants of decay 
o Initiate an aggressive acquisition and demolition program. 
o Create a green city, turn abandoned land into an extensive rural and park system. 
 Create an urban suburbia 
o Allow homeowners and property owners to have larger lot homes. 
 Adaptive re-use of existing historic and sound structures 
o Encourage reuse by relaxing zoning and land use restrictions in the denser urban 
core. 
These older industrial cities have good „bones.‟  The infrastructure--streets, water, sewer, 
and power utilities are solid and usually laid out in a grid pattern.  These systems can be 
decommissioned but should be maintained if future need arises.  A shrinking city has limited 
resources and should plan deliberately and precisely to create a uniquely livable city. 
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Study Limitations 
 This study relied on secondary data sources to gather, examine and evaluate the strategies 
of the case study cities.  It was therefore limited by the information available and accessible for 
each city.  The livability criteria selected to evaluate the three cities was compiled from multiple 
sources and is not an established, inclusive list of city livability characteristics.  Due to time 
constraints the evaluation of each cities strategy with the livability criteria was limited to the 
researcher‟s examination and judgment.          
Recommendations for Future Study 
 The study of shrinking cities is relatively new and the intended outcomes of policies and 
programs are difficult to measure.  This study could lead to an examination and quantitative 
analysis of the effects that these shrinking strategies had on their particular city.  One suggestion 
is that livability criteria include economic and quality of life characteristics.  This study could 
lead to an in-depth examination of quality of life characteristics for shrinking cities thereby 
becoming a proactive plan for the restoration process.  
Conclusion 
 Shrinking cities struggle with unique situations that the urban planning profession has 
overlooked in favor of the growth paradigm.  However, the processes of city decline have been 
operating for nearly a century and planners must acknowledge that for some cities shrinking is 
inevitable.  The shrinking trend is expected to continue across the nation and around the world, 
and more cities are likely to experience the effects of urban decline and population losses 
(Grossmann, 2004).   Since 1990, the number of shrinking cities in the world has nearly doubled 
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to 1 in 4 cities (Rieniets, 2005).  The challenge for planners is how to manage the effects of 
urban decline to ensure that a shrinking city is a livable city.  
The forces of American urban decline are rooted in the economy, and our suburban ideal 
and the desire for space and mobility.  Since the 1960s central cities have lost residents to the 
suburbs.  Improvements in mobility and technology have enabled people and businesses to locate 
anywhere in the nation, be it city, suburb or region and the Rust-belt and Frost-belt cities have 
been losing residents to the warmer, sunnier Sun-belt region.  This movement does not appear to 
be reversing, especially for older industrial cities that have been profoundly affected by the 
forces of urban decline. Cities like St. Louis, Youngstown, Cleveland, Buffalo, Pittsburgh, and 
Detroit have lost roughly half of their residents in a forty year period from 1960 to 2000.  The 
City of St. Louis alone lost nearly 402,000 residents.  In 1960 St. Louis had a population of 
750,026 residents and by 2000 it had dropped to 348,189 residents, a 53.6 percent population 
decline in forty years (U.S. Census Bureau, 1960-2000).  Another issue compounding the 
shrinking problem is that although a city‟s population has decreased its physical size has 
remained the same. In the City of Youngstown nearly 44 percent of the city‟s parcels are vacant 
(Mahoning Valley Organizing Collaborative, 2008).  The vacant and abandoned problem 
imposes severe costs on cities and residents.  Neighborhoods bear the economic, physical and 
social burden including reduced property values and visual blight, decreased safety and increased 
crime.            
A number of cities have initiated programs to respond to the physical effects of urban 
decline and the majority of those focuses on the vacant and abandoned problem.  The approaches 
the three case study cities take to manage the effects of urban decline aim to improve the 
livability of the city.  Philadelphia‟s strategy, a partnership with the Pennsylvania Horticulture 
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Society and city residents, aspires to improve the city‟s livability through a cleaning and 
greening of vacant and abandoned land.  Flint‟s strategy, collaboration with the Genesee County 
Land Bank, seeks to recover the city‟s livability by reducing the time that foreclosed property 
remains in the system and returning the property in a healthier, profitable state for public or 
private reinvestment.  The purpose of Youngstown‟s strategy, a comprehensive approach to 
shrinking, purports planning for a more livable, smaller city by consolidating the population, 
investment and services to viable sections of the city, and by building on existing assets such as 
institutions, green infrastructure and regional location.  Although none of the case study cities 
realized all eight livability criteria, each of the city‟s programs worked toward creating a more 
livable city.   
Planning for fewer people, buildings and land uses demand a distinct approach.  For 
shrinking cities it does not mean there are reduced opportunities.   Only that cities and planners 
must adjust their perceptions in order to capture the benefits of a shrinking city.  Programs and 
policies can be modified to capitalize on the situation; planning strategies can be altered to focus 
on consolidation instead of expansion.   Shrinking cities can be livable places and enjoy high-
quality services and infrastructure, preserve and protect the environment, and provide a high 
quality of life for residents.       
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